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Transpersonal Ether:
personhood, family and religion in modern societies

Luiz Fernando Dias Duarte
Museu Nacional, Universidade Federal do Rio de Janeiro, Rio de Janeiro/RJ, Brazil

Rachel Aisengart Menezes
Instituto de Estudos em Saúde Coletiva, Universidade Federal do Rio de Janeiro,  
Rio de Janeiro/RJ, Brazil

Abstract

This article consists of a theoretical review of the conjunction between lived experience of family belonging 

and religious encompassment in modern societies, resorting to data resulting from a comparative study 

of personhood, family and religion in urban Brazil, concentrated in a network of upper social strata and in 

a medical context of palliative care. In both contexts people move in what may be called a “transpersonal 

ether”, a complex enmeshing of personhood in kinship and religious experiences that far exceeds the 

limits of the rational, autonomous, units privileged by hegemonic scientific knowledge and individualistic 

ideology. Our interest is to contribute to the understanding of the processes and characteristics of the 

“extended self ” in general modern conditions and to explore the circumstances in which these dimensions 

tend to become more explicit, as phenomenological limits and counterparts to the individualization and 

disenchantment that has characterized Western modernity.

Key words: family; personhood; religion; relatedness; palliative care.

Éter transpessoal:
pessoa, família e religião nas sociedades modernas

Resumo

Fazemos neste artigo uma revisão teórica da conjunção entre a experiência vivida do pertencimento 

familiar e a do englobamento religioso nas sociedades modernas, com base em dados resultantes de um 

estudo comparativo sobre pessoa, família e religião no Brasil urbano, concentrado em uma rede dos estratos 

sociais superiores e em um contexto médico de cuidados paliativos. Em ambos os contextos os sujeitos 

se movem no que se pode chamar de um “éter transpessoal”, um complexo entranhamento da pessoa 

na experiência religiosa e no parentesco que ultrapassa os limites das unidades racionais e autônomas 

privilegiadas pelo conhecimento científico hegemônico e pela ideologia individualista. Nosso interesse é o 

de contribuir para a compreensão dos processos e características do “eu extenso” nas condições modernas 

em geral e de explorar as circunstâncias em que essas condições tendem a se tornar mais explícitas, como 

limites e contrapartidas fenomenológicas à individualização e ao desencantamento que caracterizam a 

modernidade ocidental. 

Palavras chave: família; pessoa; religião; relacionalidade; cuidados paliativos.
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Transpersonal Ether:
personhood, family and religion in modern societies

Luiz Fernando Dias Duarte
Rachel Menezes Aisengart

I mean the plastic image of the loved person; not the mere fruit of memory, but the corporeal remembrance, 

present to all the senses and through all the senses preserved; so that one can never do anything without the 

sensation of the other, mute and invisible, by one’s side (Musil 2001).

Urban elites and middle classes in contemporary Western societies are considered as the main bearers 

of the individualistic ideology that is so intrinsic to modern cosmology, with its corollaries of family 

nuclearization, religious disenchantment and self-centered life strategies. Under closer scrutiny it is 

possible to discern that beneath all this lies a much more complex organization of personhood; one that far 

exceeds the limits of the highly rationalized, autonomic biopsychological units privileged by hegemonic 

ideological systems. Social relationships do not develop as juxtaposed concrete individual units but instead 

in a kind of transpersonal ether, a meshwork of kin ties and sacred links, encompassing the living and the 

dead, the visible and the invisible, the material and the immaterial.

Our interest here is to discuss the general question of the conceptions of the self beyond individualistic 

models, to contribute to the understanding of the processes and characteristics of the extended personhood 

in “modern” conditions.  We explore the different circumstances in which these dimensions tend to become 

more explicit, as phenomenological limits and counterparts to the process of disenchantment that has 

characterized Western societies since, at least, the 17th century.

Although religion and family tend to be treated sociologically as two distinct dimensions of social 

life, they are experienced in a common and continuous way, except in the formal, more rarefied, 

institutionalized levels. In our ethnographic material, it is impossible to extricate the material sensation 

of family belonging from any of the sundry religious, immaterial encompassments families may cling to. 

One of the two lines of ethnographic experience dealt with here is the lived sense of family ties and kinship 

belonging in ordinary life, both in a synchronic and a diachronic dimension, often involved in a religious or 

a quasi-religious aura. The other line deals with the mingled experience of family belonging and religious 

encompassment in a specific medical setting. In the first case, we rely on observation and on interviews (life 

stories) with members of the elites and upper middle classes in Rio de Janeiro concerning their relations 

with kin and with their family tradition and memories. In the second case, we deal with observation and 

interviews with health personnel in the context of public palliative medical institutions in Rio de Janeiro 

and São Paulo, dedicated to the promotion of a good death for terminal patients. In both cases, a deep 

and complex enmeshing of family and religion prevails. Although the two research foci are empirically 

distant, they were developed in close connection, as part of a broader anthropological project in Rio de 

Janeiro, involving researchers from the Museu Nacional/UFRJ, devoted to the understanding of the complex 

relations between religion, family, health and personhood.

In Brazil, in a very broad sense, Roman Catholic affiliation tends to prevail in middle and higher classes 

(with Jewish and historical Protestant enclaves). Kardecist spiritualism is nowadays more typical of lower 

middle classes, although it may pervade upper levels of society in a discreet manner. Afro-Brazilian cults 

and popular Catholicism used to be the characteristic religious world of lower classes, before the quick 
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spread of Pentecostalism in the last four decades (Aubrée, Laplantine 1990; Birman, Leite 2000; Steil 2001). 

Yet, through all these strata and through all these tense and often transient religious affiliations, family 

prevails as the unsurpassable realm of transpersonal experience, lay or devout.

Some analyses have stressed pervasive, cross-class continuities in Brazilian religiosity, such as a belief 

in spirits, whatever their stuff, origins or capacities, and a belief in life after death, on other cosmic levels 

(Rodrigues 2007; Velho 1991; Maggie 1992). We prefer to consider that kind of beliefs as a sign of a more 

generalized experience and awareness of relatedness prevailing in Brazilian culture, in contrast with the 

hegemonic individualized self-image of the metropolitan varieties of Western tradition. That condition 

might be connected to the “hierarchical”, “holistic” dimensions of Brazilian culture, as proposed by Roberto 

DaMatta (1983), inspired by Louis Dumont’s theoretical scheme.  Family and religion have been important 

foci of research regarding that configuration, covering a broad range of specific religious trends or 

denominations, and an equally broad spectrum of family ideologies and practices (Velho 2001; Salem 2007; 

Heilborn2004).

Brazilian society, as a version of Latin American or Iberian cultures, is usually considered as a hybrid 

between traditional forms of relatedness and the modern trends of individualism and rationalism (Morse 

1998). Many analyses describe in detail the diverse configurations of that blending through history and 

across classes. The generalized explicit importance of religion and family, which might seem to be an index 

of a holistic condition, may coexist with highly sophisticated developments of an allegiance to individualist 

ideology, as concerns the professional organization of careers, the participation in the public sphere, or the 

deployment of intellectual and scientific perspectives (Velho 1998).

In a very broad sense, individualism and a certain disenchantment prevail in the upper strata of the 

society, more akin to the cosmopolitan tendencies of modern thought and behavior (Heilborn 2004). Yet 

– and this is our focus of interest here – the values of relatedness permeate the projects and the prospects 

of most members of those strata, even if this occurs in different guises of those prevailing in other classes. 

Our ethnographic material has been gathered among medical doctors, artists, social scientists, highly 

placed public officials and professionals; people who adhere to a modern world view, with sophisticated 

cultural training and a cosmopolitan experience. To describe their experience of life immersed in a 

transpersonal ether may be a contribution to a wider conscience of the co-presence of these dimensions in 

most areas of modern Western societies, even those engaged in a most explicitly disenchanted life style.

In fact, contemporary anthropological interpretation of the human condition has consistently 

stressed the fundamentally relational quality of personal experience, including its most rationalized and 

individualized versions – even if the abundant ethnographical data on small scale societies still serve as 

the major source of evidence for such a holist condition (Sahlins 2011; Carsten 2000; Singly 2002; Strathern 

1992).  Our endeavor here is exactly to contribute to the anthropological awareness of the eminence of 

transpersonal ties in a Western urban context. The fact that it emerges from a Brazilian context allows for 

a greater clarity of the phenomenon; challenging the superficial impression that it might be too exotically 

biased.
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Religion, Family and Personhood – the Universal Challenge of Relatedness

The concern with participation of discrete beings in some kind of vaster spiritual or moral ether 

has been constant and consistent in Western social thought. Leaving aside such early – and revealing – 

developments as the theory of “sympathy” in Adam Smith’s work (1982), one cannot forget the weight of 

Lévy-Bruhl’s investment in the notion of “participation” (1985), even more explicit in that direction than 

Durkheim’s “authority” (1953) or Mauss’ mana (Mauss, Hubert 1973). Drawing from ethnological narratives, 

those approaches emphasized the intrinsic intensity of social bonds in tribal societies, considered as 

distinct from the loose knit, rationalized and individualized complex modern societies.

The comparative status of selfhood, briefly sketched by Mauss (1973) in “La Notion de Personne,” was 

tackled again by Louis Dumont, who proposed a new theory of hierarchical opposition alongside a history 

of individualism, the paradoxical axial ideology of Western culture (Dumont 1972).  In his view, the model 

of a free, equal and autonomous individual emerged and continues to flourish as an ideological device 

against a universal background of holistic relatedness. It would thus be no surprise to realize that persons 

everywhere, even in the highly literate upper levels of Western societies, may actually be much more 

complex and permeable than the discrete pattern could propose.

A similar inspiration has been recurrent in more recent ethnological developments, chastising Western 

ethnocentric constructions of personhood, kinship (Dumont was also a pioneer in this area) and cosmology. 

Recent developments of this relativization of individual identity include the proposal of a “partible” and 

“dividual” person (cf. Strathern 1988 and Gell 1998). Strathern’s idea of “mediated exchanges” between 

people and things or Gell’s idea of a “distributed person” might also be useful for the description of modern 

transpersonal selves.

Marshall Sahlins has recently summarized these trends in a manner most convenient for our purposes. 

He evokes a list of sources of a broader concept of personhood, one that emphasizes a “mutuality of being”, 

in the sense of “people who are intrinsic to one another’s existence” (Sahlins 2011). Categories such as 

“conjoined existence”, “intersubjective belonging”, “diffuse enduring solidarity”, “transpersonal relations of 

being and existence”, and “mystical interdependence” emerge in quotations from Aristotle, Durkheim or a 

list of contemporaneous ethnological works1.

The concept of “relatedness”, as developed by Janet Carsten (2000), is most akin to Sahlins’ endeavor and 

to Dumont’s original criticism of the individualistic ideal of modern person. We consider most convenient 

to append to it Polanyi’s (1957) concept of “embeddedness”, so as to further evince an extended sense of 

self, family and religion. His original proposal, destined to a more considerate historical appreciation of 

the specific character of economic ideology in modern world, emphasizes the essential holistic embedding 

of all social phenomena prior to the rationalization implied by modern cosmology. We can thus consider 

Dumont’s universal hierarchical condition as a universal embedding, a vast sense of belonging, of 

participation, of cosmological mutuality2.

The conscience of the limits to the process of disenchantment (or rationalization), secularization 

and individualization in Western culture has grown in recent years thanks to the evidence of a religious 

revival (Berger 2001). Contrariwise, the depth of the experience of family belonging remains still largely in 

the margins of common academic conscience, except there where it is immediately enfolded by religious 

adherence. The weight of individualistic ideology prevents most elaborations of a lay perception of family 

embeddedness, in spite of the universal personal testimony of life entanglements (Maître 1996; Singly 2002).

1   Pina Cabral developed a similar concept of “continued identities” to deal with family experience in contemporary Portuguese urban settings (2003).

2  An area of Transpersonal Studies develops in the margins of natural sciences, partly responding to psychologies of altered states of conscience, and apparently 
unaware of anthropological and sociological analyses. There is an International Journal of Transpersonal Studies, just as a Journal of Transpersonal Psychology 
and an Association for Transpersonal Psychology, whose website proclaims that “The Association’s mission is to promote eco-spiritual transformation through 
transpersonal inquiry and action.” See Hartelius et al. 2013.
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The hegemony of the model of the minimal nuclear family in modern societies does not eliminate the 

personal feeling of belonging to some kind of wider relational order, even in national and class cultures 

more exposed to the ideology of individualism3. An imaginary congregation is conjured by the complex of 

transgenerational bilateral kinship conceived as an ideal, private and intimate corporation of affects and 

memories. Although an actual network typically exists and may be activated, it depends on the feeling 

of intimate and personal communion, without which the self tends to detach from effective conviviality, 

experiencing the former as inauthentic and lacking in intensity.

The experience of belonging is further intensified in periods and conditions that threaten the ordinary 

course of life, all sorts of crises, but mostly the challenge of severe illness and the risk of death. The liminal 

condition thus faced involves a reduction of individual self-sufficiency and an intensification of a search 

for a global involvement. In these circumstances a kind of unified field of belonging comes to the fore, 

enmeshing family and religion. Life crises are an essential dimension, but they cannot be understood 

separated from the prevailing national and class cultural emphases, concerning age, gender, generation, 

normality, deviance and illness. A progressive return to a sense of family belonging is usually associated 

with marriage, pregnancy and the birth of the first child (or the first grandchild) – with family reproduction 

in sum. In the extreme opposite condition, severe threats to family life have a similar outcome: crises of 

all sorts, prolonged illness and ageing (mostly in terminal conditions) tend to reinforce the sense and 

challenge of belonging.

There are relevant differences in such processes according to social class or status groups: as a rule, a 

more permanent sense of belonging tends to prevail among working classes and traditional upper classes, 

for quite different reasons. Moral ties, in the first case, related to strong shared immediate experiences and 

tight local solidarity; moral ties too, in the second, but related to strong shared traditions and common 

economic interests.

Other relevant difference is the explicit adherence to formal religious beliefs and cults, which 

account for the manner and style the new sense of belonging may assume. In any case three essential 

emotional dimensions give shape to the new condition: communion, reverence and intensity (cf. Duarte 

2007). Although they are usually equated with religious affiliation, they are also characteristic of the 

intersubjective ether one does bathe in when family belonging prevails. Communion as against the 

ordinary sense of autonomic identity our culture endorses; reverence as against the plain sense of a shallow 

equality among people, either contemporary or from the past; intensity – finally – as against the ordinary 

course of life, flowing according to external, clock time. What is usually called a conversion is a complex 

turn into an altered state summoned by these unusual conditions4.

The phenomenology of family transpersonal experience depends also on the relative weight of two axes: 

the transgenerational or historical one and the parallel or contemporaneous one. The senses of communion 

and reverence tend to concentrate on one of the axes, in detriment of the other, according to certain 

circumstances. In a very general way it is possible to ascertain that parallel belonging prevails in positive 

circumstances – of a new birth for instance, while the transgenerational one prevails in negative conditions 

– as in the face of death. But this depends heavily on the moment of the person’s life cycle – on parents or 

grandparents being alive or not, on the extension and nearness of sibling networks, on the existence of 

3   Sahlins is very explicit about this possibility in modern societies, fearing that the category “dividuality”, as used by Marilyn Strathern in contrast to 
“individuality”, might be restricted to “a universal form of premodern subjectivity”. In his terms, “partible and relational identities may characterize persons 
who are not ‘dividual’ kin persons – but perhaps even bourgeois individuals like us” (2013: 27), or “bourgeois persons are in their intimate kin relationships as 
‘dividual’ as Melanesians” (2013: 28) – our emphases.

4   Our point here, concerning the mingling of religion and family in a transpersonal ether, is not reducible to a matter of external “influence” or “impact” 
of religious questions and attitudes upon family experience (or the other way round). It is a matter of concomitant and reciprocal institution of a common 
belonging. See also, on this point, Christiano 2000.
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descendants or on the depth of genealogical conscience. Working class people are thus less prone to resort 

to long range transgenerational links than other classes, where the cult of ancestors may be accrued by 

material continuities, such as family sacra.

New ways have recently arisen, in which the phenomenology of the extended self in transpersonal 

settings can be observed. The newest trends in genomics are being put to use to explore and reinforce 

family ties, particularly in the area of recognition of paternity (cf. Finamori 2012) and personal genomics (cf. 

Pálsson 2012). The information regarding the intensive recourse in Brazil to genetic analyses to confirm (or 

disprove) filiation contains precious examples of transpersonal feelings, influences at a distance, mutual 

belonging, supposedly previous to the material disclosure of real “blood” ties5. Personal genomics has 

catapulted genealogical fantasies into deep time, thousands of years deeper than European aristocracy 

could ever trace its roots. This is accompanied by feelings of collective belonging, of some kind of 

emotional continuity. Bryan Sykes, an important scientist involved in a genetics testing firm, says about the 

reactions to the definition of one’s ancestral “clans”: “We look at each other and sense our deep umbilical 

connection. . . . I feel we have something very deep in common” (apud Pálsson 2012: S187).

Transpersonal ties in ordinary life: 
an inquiry into family and religion in an elite sector of Brazilian society

The research conducted by Duarte in Rio de Janeiro, among elite and upper middle class groups, as a 

comparative counterpoint to his original studies about working class culture, concentrated exactly on the 

relationship between family and religion. The contact with the 17 interviewees was based on an invitation 

to talk about the relationship with their families; no explicit mention being initially made to religion. 

Fifteen were selected on a snow-ball strategy starting from a longtime friend of the researcher, a social 

scientist belonging to a very traditional family, being himself the grandson of a nationally prestigious 

epidemiologist. These people were thus related among themselves, although in a very loose manner, and 

only three of them were connected by kinship. The other two were selected from a list of the members of 

the National Academy of Sciences who lived in Rio de Janeiro, providing they had no evident link with the 

first network. All the interlocutors – 12 women and seven men – were more than 60 years old, were highly 

cultivated, and lived comfortably in upper class neighborhoods in Rio or in the nearby towns. The life story 

of a deceased relative of the researcher was included in the analysis, as it had been retrieved and scrutinized 

in an article he had recently written about his maternal family (cf. Duarte 2011). Most people were brought 

up as Roman Catholics, except for two women, who belonged to Jewish families, and for two other who 

came from a Protestant background (one Presbyterian, the other Anglican). Some of the interviewees made 

references to spiritualist themes (including the Presbyterian born) and some others were close to New Age 

culture. With one single exception, they did not see themselves as “religious”, strongly influenced as they 

were by the ideology of laicity and rationalized individualism.

The long interviews (sometimes repeated twice or thrice) revealed spontaneously a rich entanglement 

of family stories and memoirs with religious (or quasi-religious) themes. In fact, the researcher had been 

initially surprised with the scarcity of overt religious references in the life accounts, until he realized, as 

mentioned in a previous work,

5   The imaginary power of the ideology of “blood” has been well described for Western culture, often implying a kind of immaterial agency that reaches far 
beyond actual social and family bonds: “the voice of blood will always tell”.  It is a dramatic key often resorted to in Brazilian highly popular TV soap operas.
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“that the recurrent, intense, and almost obsessively reverential tone associated in other contexts with religious 

experience were, in this social circle, linked to family living, the memory of past family experiences, the fate of 

close kin and the enveloping feelings of family identity” (Duarte 2007: 2).

The recognition of this “sacred universe”, encompassing both family and religiosity, allowed for the 

attention to a kind of unified field, that gathered the sparse references to official, explicit attention to the 

conventional religious world together with the ubiquitous reference to thick, encompassing, family and 

kinship relatedness.

Irene, a lady presenting an intense sense of belonging to her mother’s family, highly prestigious and in 

a slow process of decadence, had harbored in her own house, after the death of the previous generation, a 

remarkable amount of family heirlooms, that had helped her face a marriage to a member of a very highly 

placed elite family. The bankruptcy of her husband brought about a state of enduring crisis, resulting in the 

progressive dispersion of most family treasures and in a sense of doom and malediction she weaved from 

a series of ominous family stories and personal grievances regarding such and such a relative. A seemingly 

endless negotiation regarding a long-cherished family estate about to be sold became a source of elaborate 

nightmares and an excruciating quest for her role in the family novel and the destiny of her own children, 

until she was able – in her terms – to “desacralize” the link with that revered legacy and subdue the 

emotional intensity that had always surrounded it. A disposition towards New Age resources is permanent 

in her life style, including the eventual services of Afro-Brazilian mediums and a recurrent demand for the 

service of professional astrologists6. She had been an outstanding social scientist, with a rich intellectual 

production, who relinquished her personal career to better attend to family requirements.

A common friend, Victor (a fictitious name, as all here), became a highly esteemed professional artist 

in spite of his intermittent mental disturbances. He attributes his artistic vein to the influence of his 

celebrated maternal grand-father, a leading name of Brazilian classical musical scene. “My grand-father 

is my Holy Ghost”, he says; commenting on a painting where he makes the ancestor levitate against a 

crudely yellow glow. The lurking presence of this prestigious link mediates the negotiations with his family 

network, in which all sorts of affects and goods circulate intensely.

Arthur is an engineer and the descendant of a major political and professional family. His maternal 

grand-father had been a scientist with an outstanding role in the modernization of the country. A member 

of Brazil’s old landed aristocracy, he offered a marked contrast with his father, a physician from a family 

of recent migrants. He explicitly refused to participate in the meticulous cult organized by his mother 

to her ancestors. This resulted in a constant hesitation between professionalization and dedication to an 

artistic vocation precociously suppressed by the father. Moving ambiguously among family heirlooms and 

memoirs, he came to feel haunted by the ghost of his mother, petrified in nocturnal apparitions, resented as 

a cruel remembrance of a most intense relation, during the long illness that led to his relatively early death. 

Alba is a journalist from an old Protestant, very stern and socially very well placed family, abounding 

in professionals and intellectuals. She had been one among a long series of siblings and resented a certain 

lack of attention in her childhood. After marriage and the birth of her two children, she moved towards 

spiritualism; in order to provide “spiritual help” for her children, who seemed frail and unstable to her. 

She conjured the anxieties felt towards her own family through the typical display of public charity 

characteristic of Kardecist centers. In her later years, she confided that she felt a sense of strong spiritual 

continuity between her own deceased mother and her only granddaughter, still in her early years. In her 

case, the intensity of transgenerational ties equaled that of the contemporary ones; probably thanks to the 

belief in reincarnation, which allowed for a peculiar balance between past and present. She was the only 

interviewee to declare an explicit and stable relation with a religious system.

6   The analysis of horoscopes is a frequent aspect of the transpersonal ether: ancestors and relatives have their zodiac signs and astrological charts compared 
and scrutinized so as to evince personal attachments or antipathies.
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Holding a leading role in the public administration of Rio de Janeiro, Sebastian had grown in a lower 

middle class family that maintained a spiritualist circle in their own house, around the mediumship of 

one of his brothers. His relatives used to share their regular dreams concerning the destiny of the dead 

ones; dreams that were scrutinized in order to evaluate the possibilities of reincarnation and spiritual 

advancement. Although he did not engage personally in any of those rituals, partly in connection with 

his adult technical professionalization and personal social ascent, he was quite aware of these diagnoses, 

as he expected to return to his parents’ arms after his death – a feeling he stressed as most soothing and 

appeasing in the face of old age and recurrent illness. For most of his female relatives the charitable 

activities of Kardecist centers was concomitant with intense worries concerning the poorer branches of the 

family, some of whose members were seen as the returned souls of ancestors.

Mario, a prestigious psychoanalyst, described a most peculiar and intense personal concern with his 

family nebula. He engaged in nightly ritual prayers to some of his predecessors, drawing on his memory 

of their own attitudes towards family and particularly towards his maternal lineage, which had faced 

enduring conflictive dramas through many generations, mostly connected with material heritage and 

the maintenance of family status. He was very keen on caring for his heirlooms and resented heavily 

having deserted the family estates in his town of origin. A feeling of guilt seemed to emerge regarding the 

impossibility to restore the past grandeur of the family; much as a fear of a continued malignant action on 

the part of certain deceased relatives, as a distant yet sensible echo of old feuds and resentments.

An interesting dimension of the previous cases is the constitution of spiritual congregations that 

complexly overlap family belonging, as found more explicitly among groups influenced by spiritualism. 

Alba evokes precisely this point when she claims that the link to her granddaughter intensified as a result 

of discovering her to be the reincarnation of her own mother. In Sebastian’s family, the overlapping seemed 

to be more complex, as in the case described by Mazur (2006) for the family of an Eastern European female 

medium near Rio de Janeiro where all the members of the network were considered as new incarnations of 

past relatives, imposing quite elaborate constraints to conventional social exchanges.

The “socio-historical psychoanalysis” proposed by Jacques Maître in his analysis of life history of St. 

Therese of Lisieux (1996) is also conducive to a greater conscience of the family embedding of the self. 

Therese’s case is particularly revealing of the enmeshing of family and religion: most of her family members 

were intensely involved with Roman Catholicism and its cult of a Holy Family. The reverence flowed easily 

between the transcendent and the mundane levels of an intricate relational web7.

The concept of a “family mandate” coined by transgenerational psychoanalysis (cf. Abraham 1987) 

was employed by Duarte in an analysis of a character of his own upper middle-class family, whose 

deviant career could be associated to the meanderings of social identity through a series of generations of 

namesakes. The recurrence of personal names across lineages and generations, frequently associated – as 

in this case – with godparenthood, may be a meaningful symptom, among others, of the symbolic burdens 

imposed upon descendants in certain cases. To become a social renouncer, as happened in that instance, 

may be as clearly a reaction to the cogency of family mandates as the submission to a positive legacy. 

Domingos remained alone all through his life, entrenched in the family house and surrounded by family 

heirlooms, all fallen into disrepair, the prey to a kind of obsessive neurosis, eagerly attentive to all the 

movements of his relatives, to all activities concerning family property, busy in telephone exchange with 

kin, continuously praying for the living and ordering for masses on behalf of his dead relatives (Duarte 

2011).

7   As a negative counterpoint we can find the ethnography by Steil (2006) of a Roman Catholic charismatic circle in Brazil, where exorcism is required to 
forestall the influence of dead relatives encroached upon people during their stage in the womb.
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Through these brief sketches, drawn out of the life stories elicited during the research, it is possible to 

trace instances of the generalized “communion” effect prevailing in this dimension of family experience. 

The inheritance of moral qualities along the transgenerational line was an important topic of concern, 

either upwards or downwards – as in the cases of Victor or Sebastian. Many edifying stories about the 

relation between parents and children revealed that some sort of training concerning the ethics of respect 

and responsibility among relatives (mostly among siblings) was always in action, often supported by 

references (positive or negative) to family characteristics through time.

This appeal to family memories was reinforced by the omnipresent reference to family heirlooms. 

These sacra included all sorts of properties and objects, depending on the historical characteristics of each 

family. The presence – or much lamented loss – of these precious elements of family identity structured 

long digressions concerning the amount of mana concentrated thereupon, as in the dramatic case of Irene. 

In such cases, the economic dimension of the properties was inextricable from the moral one; and, in many 

cases, the efforts to maintain connection with some items were clearly “irrational” from a pragmatic point 

of view. The submission of the family house (with a good part of family sacra) to Domingos’ frankly deviant 

career presented for the younger generations the effect of a magical cave, immersed in a halo of memoirs 

(and photos) of the past, embedded in a common web of apotropaic moral lessons.

Both moral and material bases for the cult of family identity are usually ascribed to certain subjects 

among relatives. Women are generally invested with the role of “memory guardians” (cf. Lins de Barros 

1987), authorized priestesses of the adequate propitiatory rituals, such as the collective remembrance of 

birthdays and commemorative religious functions. They tend to act as fierce keepers or protectors of family 

sacra, including the up-keeping of family graves, and the promotion of eventual collective meetings in 

some revered location8. The pathos of Arthur and Mario’s moral careers was – on the other side – typical 

of the male members of a family who felt guilty for not having been able to maintain real estate property; 

male heirs being the entitled guardians of this other, more public, side of the reproduction of a common 

identity9.

An important point in the organization of the family extensions of the self is the distinction between 

paternal and maternal kin. Although the official model of Western family stresses the bilateral quality 

of kinship and proposes a certain equality in the content of “blood” and “genes” arising from both 

sources, and also in spite of a traditional patrilateral emphasis in the inheritance of names and property, a 

matrilateral trend seems quite evident as regards the transgenerational flow of moral sentiments and inner 

identities10.

Most of the activities involving the reproduction of a sense of family communion occur imbued with 

the appropriate reverence regarding the moral and material bonds connecting ancestors, contemporaries 

and descendants. It was certainly a lighter and more diffuse reverence than the one supposed to reign in 

official religious precincts and occasions, but it was there nonetheless, perceptible in a change of voice, 

in a slower pace of the memoirs, devoted to capture and render a displacement of the level of reality. Even 

the occurrence of a blasphemous attitude to family bonds, as was the case of Arthur in his last days, can be 

interpreted as part of that pattern – in a kind of “negative cult” (cf. Durkheim 1968).

8   An excellent description of the female role in the reproduction of Western elite families is available in the detailed ethnography of a Mexican family we 
owe to Larissa Lomnitz and Marisol Perez-Lizaur(1987). The connection between the moral and religious tasks ascribed to the family women in that case 
present a close parallel with our argument here. 

9   In the social milieu studied here there were already some signs of a change in this strict gender role definition; as demonstrate the efforts of Irene to save 
her family heritage from her husband’s debacle. An interesting example of this change, among contemporary Italian industrialist families, can be found 
in Yanagisako 1979.

10   The concept of “complementary filiation”, proposed by the anthropologist Meyer Fortes, allowed for the recognition of the importance of subordinate 
matrilineal rights and duties in African patrilineal societies. In many ethnological instances the paramount lineage accounts for official inheritance qualities, 
while the “complementary” one accounts for covert or marginal powers, such as secrets related to witchcraft (Fortes 1970b).
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In some of the cases studied here the representation and expectation of a re-encounter with one’s 

parents after their death could be explicitly found. This belief was not necessarily based on a religious 

premise, although it was externalized with great emotion and anxiety.

The respectful attitudes of my aged interviewees towards dead kin were not entirely shared by their 

young descendants – a point of great anxiety, as if their own future cult might not be assured. In fact, as we 

have already mentioned, this system of reverence develops alongside the life cycle, becoming particularly 

intense after the birth of a first child or a first grandchild. Two men in my web of interlocutors were 

childless; their relational emphases were clearly more horizontal, regarding living relatives and their 

descendants.

It is clear, in all these cases, that our proposal of a transpersonal ether is inseparable from the 

recognition of a special intensity surrounding family events, memoirs and sacra. What we have called 

reverence is the outer expression of a peculiar intensity of inner feelings – for good or bad – when family 

matters are seriously faced, experienced, or accounted for. If reverence may be presumed in the contrite 

attitude often characteristic of religious affairs, intensity is more labile and unforeseeable. During the 

interviews, there were moments in which intensity could be discerned from a series of subtle emotional 

resources; tears being only the most evident. But intensity is not only a sad disposition; it was also clearly 

displayed in a joyous key – mostly regarding the life of the descendants, and the inner connection with 

their sentiments and hopes11.

In several occasions people expressed their gratitude to the researcher for having given them the chance 

to externalize these inchoate feelings in a sustained and systematic way. There was also some concern that 

the recordings might have stored overly secret, sensitive, serious and important matters – as if fearing them 

to be defiled in the ordinary profane world.

Transpersonal ties in a palliative care institutional setting

The research conducted on palliative care in institutionalized medical settings brings another 

perspective on the theme of transpersonal experience (cf. Menezes 2004, 2006, 2009, 2011; Menezes, 

Heilborn 2007). One of the circumstances in which Western individuals tend to acknowledge their 

embedding in extended dimensions of relatedness is the experience of the end of life. The exposure to old 

age, to long severe illnesses, to disability and curtailment of one’s capacities reveals the general dependency 

on which human life thrives. The approach of death intensifies this conscience to an acute level, leading to 

changes in the family pattern and roles.

The research was conducted in hospital contexts, organized according to the model of palliative 

care, destined for patients considered as “terminal” or having “run out of therapeutic possibilities”. The 

palliative care proposal consists in caring for this type of patient up to their last moments, seeking to 

minimize their discomfort as much as possible, so as to provide “quality of life”. Emphasis is placed on the 

possibility of intense experience. When the disease is considered to be curable, health professionals focus 

on cure treatments, and the stress is on extending the duration of life. Once resources for controlling the 

disease have run out, there is a shift in focus: from the disease to the patient; from the prolonging of life 

to life with intensity and quality. In this change, the family, once seen as a merely supporting actor by the 

health team, begins to play a fundamental role in care, towards producing a “good death”. The key words 

11   It is possible to speak of a “hedonistic mundanization” in process among Western elites family life at least since the Second World War (cf. Duarte 2007). 
It consists in a systematic shifting from former grave consideration of family relatedness towards a lighter, joyous one. The analysis of family photographic 
archives elicits an ever growing prevalence of smiling faces – rather rare in former periods. But, then, this is a process similar and concomitant to what 
happens in most contexts of Christian religious contemporary culture.
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of palliative care are frank communication between the multi-professional health team, the patients and 

their family members, aiming for a death accepted by all the social actors involved in the care. According 

to the palliative viewpoint, the patient should control his or her own death process, with support from 

the professionals, who must provide care for the patient’s “bio-psycho-social-spiritual” totality and that 

of his family members, with the purpose of constructing a trajectory leading to the final scene. It is about 

producing a peaceful, controlled and socially-accepted death – preferably, inthe patient’s own home.

Palliative care – or the Hospice project – emerged in the late 1960s, in the United Kingdom and the 

United States. Both propositions had a strong religious tone – in the English case, with the Christian 

influence of Cicely Saunders, pioneer of the “dying well” cause, who postulated the existence of “total pain”, 

justifying care directed at the “totality” of the patient and his family and social circle. In the American 

project there is a Neo-Romantic emphasis, springing from the New Age movement, which is critical of 

technology and values nature, perceiving life as a flow encompassing the unique, singular individual whose 

interiority is seen as the locus of his truth (Magnani 2000; Green 2008). In this sense, moral and spiritual 

values become part of health professionals’ cosmology and begin to influence their care practices.

In palliative care, family and family members are characters of extreme relevance, as it is a case of 

producing a “good death”, which is socially visible and accepted – characteristics opposed to what Ariès 

(1977; 2003) called “the hiding of the death process”, and Illich (1975) described as expropriation of one’s own 

death. 

In each context where it is implemented, the palliativist model takes on a specific form. Thus, in France, 

emphasis is given to psychological/psychoanalytical care, concerning end of life creation, both for the 

patient and for his family members and the health care professionals. The search for the meaning of life, 

disease and death is encouraged by the team, as is the creation and expression of an autobiographical report 

(Hennezel 1995; McNamara 2001). In the US there is stress on the production of a personalized death, in 

“your own way” (Byock1997). Anglo-Saxon countries present the idea of resolving issues such as material 

ones (documents, property), affective ones (conflict pacification) and emotional ones (acceptance of end of 

life), in order to achieve the “good death”.

The English model also advocates a specific institution, which is distinct from a hospital or nursing 

unit; the “hospice”, widespread since the AIDS epidemic due to its focus on patient needs as opposed to the 

hospital’s rationalized logic. In this sense, care must be directed toward fulfilling the patient’s wishes, on 

his own terms, with autonomy as a priority.

In Brazil, the specialization emerged in the late 1980s, out of the exclusive initiative of professionals 

from the National Cancer Institute, who were concerned about the neglect and suffering of patients 

diagnosed as having “run out of therapeutic possibilities”.  In 1991, a hospital was founded in the city of Rio 

de Janeiro, specifically targeting these types of patients: Cancer Hospital IV, belonging to the National Cancer 

Institute. From then onwards, other units were established throughout the country, with different care 

modalities; ambulatory, home care and/or hospital admission, when necessary, in order to control possible 

complications. In Brazil, there is only one public institution that functions according to the English hospice 

model: the Palliative Care Hostel, belonging to the Municipal Civil Servant Hospital in the city of São Paulo, 

inaugurated in 2004.

Brazilian public palliative care contains a religious element that is even stronger than the 

original Anglo-Saxon models, consistent with the dominant system of belief in the country (even if 

supposedly inconsistent with the rationalized university training of the professionals). The doctors, 

psychologists, nurses and social workers who constituted the first teams at Cancer Hospital IV were, 

for the most part, spiritualists. The training of new specialists included specific instruction about the 

“spiritual care” category, considered fundamental within the viewpoint for the production of a “good 
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death” (Menezes 2004). In interviews with more than twenty doctors in the cities of São Paulo and Rio 

de Janeiro, only two considered themselves to have no religion. The significant majority stated that 

they believed in the existence of spirits and in the possibility of life in another time or plane. It is worth 

noting that this type of discourse was independent of the professional’s religious affiliation. For many 

interviewees, apart from the spirits, “energy”, a very important category when dealing with the monitoring 

of the death process, could be donated or received, both by living persons and by spirits (see, on New Age 

current tendencies in Brazil, Steil 2001).For the interviewees, that energy is alive, apt to connect all the 

people who share responsibilities in the process of dying.

Criticism of an excessive use of technology, allied with the preeminence of religious values in palliative 

care, led to the production and implementation of different techniques for the creation of mourning 

and saying farewell to life, in various contexts. New professional categories were created to soothe fears 

of death, such as “midwives for the dying” in the United States, or “spiritual careers” in other countries. 

“Nature” sounds (such as running water and birdsong) and music are used to calm the patient, or phrases 

are whispered by professionals into patients’ ears, such as “go towards the light, free yourself ” (Menezes 

2009, 2011).

Visualization exercises are proposed to patients, such as the technique created and implemented in 

Brazilian public hospitals, in which the patient must imagine himself going through a dark tunnel until he 

reaches a place filled with light, before a bridge. The professional who is guiding the meditation tells the 

patient not to look back and to walk across the bridge to meet the open-armed Jesus Christ or, if this figure 

is rejected, a relative who has already died (Menezes 2011). According to one doctor who applies the exercise 

to her patients, the technique helps to soothe fears of death and, sometimes, steadies the pace of breathing, 

which indicates that tranquility is being produced in the patient. Although this doctor declares herself to 

be a Catholic, in difficult moments, such as situations involving the suffering of patients, she prays and 

“asks for help” from the energy of Yemanjá, goddess of the sea in Afro-Brazilian religious tradition.

Attributing responsibility to deceased relatives and believing in the presence of their spirits is recurrent 

among Brazilian palliativists, independently of professional category. After a meeting with the family 

members of patients at Cancer Hospital IV, all the professionals (psychologists, nurses, and doctors) came 

together to evaluate the meeting. One of the comments referred to the presence of many spirits in the room, 

who were believed to be relatives who could be “guardian angels” in the “passage” to the “other side”. In a 

first visit to the Palliative Care Hospice in São Paulo, the researcher asked the two doctors who accompanied 

her how they had found such a beautiful and comfortable house. The professionals smiled and pointed 

to the ceiling, and one asked the researcher: “Can’t you see?” On asking what she should be seeing, the 

anthropologist heard the answer: “The protective spirits, they’re here.” Then, the doctors explained that 

the ease with which they had found the house could only be explained by the intermediation of the higher 

spirits, among whom there were probably some deceased patients or their accompanying family members.

The dialogue took place throughout the visit, while the doctors introduced the researcher to patients, 

their family members and companions and, also, to professionals and volunteers. The conversation 

theme – the communion and help of spirits in the work of caring for patients – remained the same. At 

several moments, the phrase “we’re one big family” was uttered, both by a doctor and by other people – not 

always health professionals, as was the case with a security guard. The idea is that, in death, every family 

should come together to help in the passage from earthly life to another plane. In this sense, the ties are 

maintained between the dead and the living, a conception expressed by another doctor: “when a patient 

dies, his family member (for example, a daughter or wife) often offers to volunteer to care for another 

patient. Thus, he continues to attend the Hospice.” The palliativist’s explanation is based on the idea of 

maintaining spiritual connections among all those who make up the “Hospice family”.
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It configures a transgenerational family, which is not limited to blood ties but extends to those who 

share the “mission” – faced with reverence – of leading the patient to “another plane.” A sense of family 

has a specific configuration for the social actors at the Hospice; it is linked to maintaining relational 

connections, on different spheres of existence, so as to reveal a negation of the rupture produced by death. 

It is, therefore, about a temporally-continuous image, “ritualized by separation from the body” (Stoll 

2003:85). To this are added the characteristics of communion and sharing a mission, seen as sacred by 

all involved in the dying process. All are part of the same – sacred – family, with no distinctions of race/

ethnicity, social status or cultural capital. However, one difference is repeatedly mentioned; that of gender 

– “men don’t look after people, they generally abandon them, while women, whether they are daughters, 

wives, lovers, friends, neighbors, or cousins, look after people and devote themselves to them…”. As an 

illustration, a nurse pointed out that few men remain working at the Hostel, while women stay there, even 

bringing their relatives on their days off to become acquainted with the institution and its proposal12.

The blend of religious references and family ties constitutes a supporting axis for the Hospice’s work. 

Meanings are attributed to care, such as sacredness and devotion, preserving the value of the family and 

the connections between its members. In this context, maintaining the personal identity of the deceased 

is a crucial notion. The individual – as a central value – must remain, as must his relations. For this 

purpose, strategies and practices are created, such as the palliative care proposal. In this sense, health 

professionals are at the service of dissemination of religious values, of meanings for life, family and person. 

In contemporary Western culture, “death does not remove a person’s identity or individuality, which 

continues to exist in the memory of those that remain” (Strathern 1992:64)13.

In tribal societies, where heritage from predecessors is paramount in the definition of personal 

identities, be it in a positive sense, through the assumption of a continuity with certain lineages or 

ancestors (Fortes 1970a), be it in a negative one, through denial of any continuity and a rigorous deletion of 

the memories of the dead ones, one always enters life explicitly immersed in the relational ether. In Western 

societies, this universal fact tends to be obliterated in favor of the individualized model of personhood 

(Dumont 1972), propelling people to an ideal autonomic path, a sense of monadic existence materialized in 

concepts of liberty, creativity and authenticity. The fact that the ideal is never attained does not deprive it of 

its cogency; quite the contrary, the impossibility to reach it tends to entail a sense of inadequacy and failure 

whenever one faces a relational reality that reasserts itself.

Towards a keener awareness of transpersonal ties

The sociological perception of such a phenomenon is still very dim. The individualistic and 

disenchanted conventions concerning the phenomenology of human existence in modern Western societies 

are inextricable from the most basic “realistic” and “naturalistic” condition of its cosmology. The world 

is constituted by discrete pieces of matter, driven by discrete energies and observable by discrete sciences 

which paste here and there the amassed knowledge into models sufficiently structured so as to allow for 

technological advances and to further research into ever broadening frontiers. Human life came to be 

submitted to this mechanical scheme very early, and the whole of biomedicine is engaged in understanding 

the functioning of that machine, suffused with varying doses of a vitalist, romantic science.

12   Palliative care, originally, was a basically feminine specialization and, in recent years, has seen a trend towards male professionals joining the practice 
(Menezes, Heilborn 2007). 

13   “Based on the premise that the English see the person as unique, the relations in which he is inserted contribute towards his individual history. But 
the person is also distinct from his relations. It is precisely because individual agents are conceived as having an existence apart from their relations that, 
after death, they can remain as they were” (Strathern 1992: 65). In other cultures, death determines a deconception process of the individual by the social 
group, with the dead person’s name being erased, in a process of depersonalization: “When life ends – when the person is no longer active in his relations 
with others – those who related with the deceased person must alter the relation. If this does not happen, the dead person continues to influence the living” 
(Strathern 1992: 64).
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The human sciences eventually emerged thanks to the sundry reactions to mechanist cosmology 

concocted during the 19th Century. Anthropology inherited a particularly intense disposition to discuss and 

relativize Western cosmology, instructed as it has been by comparative knowledge about other cultures, 

other ways of conceiving human existence and its wide force of invention. Relatedness is paramount in 

that knowledge, as a precondition of any humanity, and the intensity of the relations entertained among 

all sorts of persons, relatives and neighbors, allies and enemies, living and dead, mundane and spiritual, 

human and animal, is the focus of our interest in the discussion of the transpersonal dimensions. The 

old and ambiguous notion of ether, still invoked by Sir Isaac Newton in his first theories about gravity 

and now buried as an “obsolete scientific theory”, may well summarize the intrinsic homology between a 

number of expressions equally devoted to describe that universal medium of relatedness: participation, 

embeddedness, belonging, mutuality, interdependence, solidarity, continued identity, sympathy14.

These categories in fact extend to the field of the relation among people (and homologous animated 

entities) a deep conscience of anthropological thought concerning a more universal ether, one that was 

masterly synthesized by Mauss around the notion of mana (Mauss, Hubert 1973) and reorganized by Lévi-

Strauss under the epithet of “floating signifier” (Lévi-Strauss 1987)15. As in these analyses, pieces and parts 

cannot mean anything except as a result of a general flow and abundance of meaning; as primordial as 

language itself, as encompassing as a cosmic vault. 

We offer here some information about the ways in which the general phenomenon takes place in 

certain levels of Brazilian society. Some features are indistinguishable from other cultural areas around the 

world. Others may be more specific, at least in comparison with other Western or modern societies: the 

widespread prevalence of a sense of lived connectedness to family nebulae, be it under a religious or a lay 

guise; the existence of religious traditions of a family cult, and of analogous lay trends among cultivated 

upper-classes16.

It might remain to be ascertained how general certain traits here described may be, such as different 

gender emphases in transpersonal belongingin ordinary and critical situations or different broad cultural 

emphases in religious (or spiritual) dimensions of life. In any case, only further comparative investments 

concerning such experiences of an extended self in modern societies may bring sufficient light to one of 

the most profound, exciting and challenging dimensions of human social experience: its embeddedness in 

transpersonal relations.

Received: November 23, 2016; Approved: February 22, 2017

14   Bruno Latour employs “ether” to deride what he characterizes as an inconvenient accent on an encompassing, holistic, condition, above or beyond flat 
interactions and associations (2005: 47); which is exactly what renders the term so strategically adequate for our purposes here. 

15   These analyses allowed to see in a new light a vast set of questions hovering over Western self-consciousness since the 18th Century and conflated in the 
category of “influence”. Amorous and political, criminal and economic, religious and familial, it remained a typical mana like notion, still imperceptibly 
present in our ordinary usage to describe all transpersonal (and trans-cosmic) currents and flows.

16   Kevin Christiano (2000) describes the emergence of what he calls ‘domestic Christianity’ in his analysis of North American Christianity in the 19th century, 
involving a radical sacralization of intra-domestic life in Protestant milieus. He emphasizes in the same sense the intensity of the articulation between family 
and religion in the commemoration of Thanksgiving Day in the USA.
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In talking about ritual, we apprehend the symbolic nature of human action with its multiple 

possibilities for expression. In talking about performance, we emphasize this action as an exercise in (re)

enactment. The two notions complement each other and sometimes overlap in the different currents of the 

anthropological tradition and likewise in this dossier.

Since modern anthropology’s origins at the end of the nineteenth century, the notion of ritual has 

enabled the concrete and lived dimension of human experience to be inextricably articulated with forms 

of symbolization that extend far beyond the spoken word. Émile Durkheim’s The Elementary Forms of the 

Religious Life (1912), in particular, renewed the analysis of rituals with an emphasis on the symbolism, 

creativity and potency of human action, explored in the remarkable Chapter VII of Book II. He also indelibly 

associated the notion of ritual with the continual production and reproduction of the social bond. A 

little earlier, Arnold Van Gennep’s conceptualization of rites of passage had shown the universality of 

ritualization in the successive changes and transformations through which individuals and groups pass 

through the course of their social existence (Van Gennep 1909). In the context of the renowned works of 

the French Sociological School, Durkheim postulated the existence of some kind of consistency between 

ritual practices and symbolic representations, while emphasizing how ritual practices demarcated an 

extraordinary temporality distinct from day-to-day time. As a scholar of European folklore, Van Gennep 

apprehended the importance of ritual sequences, the organic progression of their successive stages, and 

shed light on the significance of threshholds and the experience of liminarity, so critical to the passages 

that irreversibly transform us from birth to death. Since then, in the encounter between these two 

currents of the anthropological tradition, the connection between socal life and ritual experience became 

indissoluble and, as an endless range of possibilities opened up, the notion of ritual never ceased to connect 

valuable ethnographic studies with a remarkable conceptual production.1

1   This articulation between the ethnography of rituals and conceptual production makes theories of ritual always theories of culture. The theme pervades a 
considerable part of the anthropological literature in a prominent form. Among others we can mention Malinowski (1961 [1922]), Radcliffe-Brown (1933 [1922]), 
Bateson (1933), Gluckman (1962), Douglas (1966), Turner (1967), Leach (1970), Valeri (1970), Geertz (1980), Tambiah (1985),DaMatta (1979) and Peirano (2001).
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The notion of performance, in turn, emerged out of the confluence between the theoretical production 

in diverse fields of knowledge (such as linguistics, anthropology itself, literature, ethnomusicology 

and folklore studies)2 and the multidimensional artistic field. In the arts during the second half of the 

twentieth century, performance came to valorize the simultaneity of expressive forms and the subjective 

apprehension of time as the unfolding of a lived experience; the art work made alive through the body 

of the artist, or even the work as the artist’s body itself, and to be lived with the public; the value of the 

physicality of this mutual presence and the non-verbal or non-discursive forms in the apprehension of the 

meaning of aesthetic experience; and the search for a more direct relationship with social life (Glusberg 

2009). All of this ressonates with themes explored by anthropological studies since Durkheim’s precursor 

Robertson Smith (2005 [1894]), and echoed strongly in the more contemporary anthropology of rituals. 

In the new era of fluid disciplinary boundaries (Geertz 1983), Victor Turner, with his own intellectual 

biography, perhaps expresses better than anyone this trajectory taken by the notion of ritual, which moves 

from the classical anthropology of the 1940s/1950s to the opening up of the discipline to the artistic field in 

the 1980s, expressed in the increasing valorization of the notion of performance (see Silva 2010, Cavalcanti 

2013). It is also worth mentioning the close dialogue between Turner with the anthropology undertaken in 

Brazil from the 1960s to the 1980s (Cavalcanti, Sinder & Lage 2013).3 Although the notion of performance 

contains very diverse theoretical emphases,4 Turner’s strong presence in the bibliography of the articles in 

this dossier attests to his enduring and varying influence in the anthropology of rituals and performances. 

In the Brazilian literature, a striking interest in the practices later conceptualized as rituals can already 

be found in the sixteenth-century descriptions of native customs and ways of life made by the early 

European colonists (see Baldus 1949). In studies of folklore and in community studies – formative currents 

of the Brazilian social sciences from the beginning of its institutionalization in the country’s universities 

in the 1930s and 1940s – the topic also makes its presence felt in an innovative way (see Pierson 1949). These 

works, incidentally, have seen a revival in interest, as indicated by the article by Elizabeth Travassos and 

the essay by Mário de Andrade, “The Music of Sorcery in Brazil,” published in the Déjà Lu section of this 

dossier.

Boosted by state support for postgraduate courses, the 1970s was a period of renewal in Brazil’s social 

sciences. Anthropology enjoyed one of its most productive phases. In this context, the study of ritual 

acquired considerable prominence, with the production of substantial research being accompanied by 

the publication of numerous books and translations. It is worth mentioning the works of Azevedo (1975), 

Melatti (1978), Agostinho (1974), Rodrigues (1979), Maggie (1975) and Prado (2007 [1977]) among others. 

Hence, by shifting the anthropological perspective to the epicentre of the intellectual scene of the time, 

attaining a much wide public, Roberto DaMatta’s Carnavais, malandros e heróis, published in 1979, can 

be seen as the culmination of the effervescent interest stirred by ritual. Over this same decade, we can 

also thank DaMatta for introducing the Portuguese-reading public to classic works from the study of 

ritual in the ‘Coleção Antropologia’ series published by Editora Vozes,5 including The Ritual Process by 

2   In linguistic we can highlight Austin (1962) and Searle (1969, 1979); in oral literature, Zumthor (1972); in ethnomusicology, Blacking (1973) and Seeger (1994); 
in folklore studies, Bauman (1977); and in anthropology itself, Malinowski (1972) and Tambiah (1968; 1973). 

3   Here it is worth mentioning Victor Turner’s visit to Brazil at the start of the 1980s, recalled by Da Matta (2005). Edith and Victor Turner went with Celeste 
and Roberto DaMatta to watch the Rio carnival in 1980, which inspired Turner to produce an article on the subject (1987b) in which he engages in a close 
dialogue with DaMatta (1979). Turner’s book The Anthropology of Performance (1987) is a posthumous collection editorial by Richard Schechner and, due to a 
publishing lapse, the article in question is missing the cited bibliography. On the same visit to Brazil, the Turners also accompanied Yvonne Maggie on a 
visit to an umbanda center in Rio de Janeiro, which also prompted the author to write an article on social drama and theatricality (Turner 1987c) in direct 
dialogue with Guerra de Orixá: um estudo de ritual e conflito (see the postface to Maggie 2001). On this topic, see Cavalcanti, Sinder & Lage (op. cit.).

4   For a survey of different theories of drama and performance in the anthropological and artistic field, see Silva (2005). On the performative current in 
the anthropology of ritual, see Peirano (2002). On the discussion of the notions of drama, ritual and performance in Victor Turner, see Cavalcanti (2013). 

5   DaMatta also edited and wrote the foreword to the Edmund Leach volume of the ‘Grandes Cientistas Sociais’ collection published by Editora Ática in 1983. 
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Victor Turner (1974) and The Rites of Passage by Arnold Van Gennep (1977). The publication in English for the 

first time of DaMatta’s article “Indivuality and Liminarity: some considerations concerning rites of passage 

and modernity” in the Déjà Lu section of the dossier provides a clear example of the liveliness and creativity 

of DaMatta’s thought.

Since then, the study of rituals, with the innovations introduced by theories of performance, speech 

acts, aesthetic agency and things, have traversed boundaries both inside and outside of anthropology, 

articulating a fruitful dialogue between studies of political anthropology, indigenous ethnology, 

urban anthropology, and anthropologies of religion, popular culture and gender, among other areas of 

specialization. Mapping the wealth of research in this field of studies, however, would go far beyond the 

objectives of this presentation.6

In this dossier, works that are today classics, continually relived and re-read by new generations of 

anthropologists and scholars of culture more generally, appear alongside more contemporary work, 

providing a small but expressive demonstration of the possibilities open to the field of ritual and 

performance studies in Brazil. 

***

Located in the tradition of studies of religion and focusing in particular on Catholic processions, 

Edilson Pereira in “The bodies of Christ: performances and agencies of the Passion in Ouro Preto, Minas 

Gerais” explores the frontiers between ritual and theatre, on one hand, and religion and art, on the other. 

He analyses the enactments of the Passion of Christ taking place during the Holy Week celebrations in the 

city of Ouro Preto, following the actors who perform the main protagonist’s role, along with their different 

forms of rehearsal, in the city’s outlying regions. The conceptions of their practices are explored through, 

and compared with, the idea of a continuum between the domains of ritual and theatre identified by Victor 

Turner and Richard Schechner. He argues that the semantic scope of their notion of performance remains 

insufficient to explore ethnographic settings that transcend the actor-audience duality. Through the 

analysis of the actors playing the role of Christ, he identifies their bodies as the primary locus of action and 

indicates different agencies in their performances.

Vânia Cardoso, in “Danger of Words: risk and (mis)comprehension in consultations with the spirits 

of the people of the streets,” proposes an approach to Afro-Brazilian religiosity that focuses on oral 

performances and the productive indeterminacy engendered by them. She argues that the spiritual 

entities known as ‘the people of the streets’ can be taken as the very materialization of the principle of 

indeterminacy, considered at once dangerous and powerful. She turns her attention to the consultation 

sessions with these entities, foregrounding the encounter between clients and entities as a moment of 

instability, where the vulnerability of language – the danger of words – is at the centre of ritual efficacy. 

Festive expressions also gain a prominent place in ritual studies. Carnival, a festive rite, and the 

brincadeiras contain cultural expressions as traditional as they are inventive. Defining themselves through 

specific aesthetic forms, such expressions are constantly arranged, reordered and given new meaning. 

These moments, each regulated in its own way, at the same time provide space for embellishment, 

creativity and invention. Taking the ethnography of a Maracatu in Recife, Pernambuco, as her focus, Laure 

Garrabé, in “La brincadeira, genre métis: performance, dissensus et esthétique décoloniale”, reflects on 

the brincadeira as a genre of performance through an analysis that articulates aisthesis, the decolonial 

option and the politics of aesthetics, seeking to contribute to the relatively new perspective of decolonial 

6   Here we refer the reader to Cavalcanti & Gonçalves (2010). Also we cannot fail to mention the studies of carnival that preceded and followed in the wake 
of the approach initiated by Roberto DaMatta, such as Goldwasser (1975), Leopoldi (1978), Cavalcanti (2006 [1994]), Gonçalves (2010), among others.
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aesthetics. The analysis sheds light on the singularities of Maracatu, understood as a logic of dissensus 

that produces a simultaneously conceptual and vitalist dimension of multiplicity. She considers the 

performative modalities of the brincadeira as an undisciplined aesthesis and explores its potential 

contribution to the decolonial aesthetics project.

 “Les réseaux que affinent: la conversion symbolique des fromages artisanaux à Minas Gerais” by 

Leonardo Vilaça Dupin works to establish a stimulating dialogue between the world of microbiology and 

the world of culture by highlighting the symbolic and ritual dimension of food transformation. The article 

is devoted to thinking the ‘social life’ of cheese from Serra da Canastra, in Minas Gerais, by focusing on the 

process of maturation that transforms ‘natural’ and thus ‘impure’ and ‘health-threatening’ food into a ‘pure’ 

and ‘healthy’ item ‘fit’ for human consumption. This process of the simultaneously biological and symbolic 

transformation encompasses a wide network of different actors and moments that make up the ‘social life’ 

of the cheese. 

In “The Pataxó baptism rite at Aragwaksã,” Rodrigo Grünewald reflects on the interactions of 

indigenous groups in contemporary Brazil through an examination of the baptism rite of the Pataxó 

Indians living in the Coroa Vermelha Indigenous Land, located in the Porto Seguro region on the southern 

coast of Bahia. The rite in question incudes the Aragwaksã ceremony, performed periodically in the 

Jaqueira Ecological Reserve, an area of environmental protection and ethnotourism situated within the 

indigenous land, created in 1999 by the indigenous people themselves and administrated by them. The 

article frames the baptism rite conducted during the Aragwaksã ceremony as a performance of the Pataxó 

Indians undertaken in an inter-cultural arena and highlights the participative and creative interaction of 

indigenous people and tourists in the execution of the event.

Finally, in “(In)visible Blood: menstrual performances and body art,” Daniela  Manica and Clarice Rios 

adopt an original approach to a set of contemporary artistic performances that possess as a common 

element the use of menstrual blood as a base material and also a vector of senses and experiences. In the 

article, the term menstrual performance refers to various ways in which menstrual blood is used as an 

aesthetic and political expression in the eyes of the performers. The authors’ argument stresses two aspects 

of these performances: the emotional resonance of certain physical experiences and bodily substances, such 

as menstruation and menstrual blood; and the physical devices, such as the menstrual cup and the internet, 

that allow these performances involving menstrual blood to grow in number and frequency.

The Déjà Lu section opens with the aforementioned article by RobertoDaMatta, “Indivuality and 

Liminarity: some considerations concerning rites of passage and modernity.” The author explores a 

critical link between the idea of liminarity, engendered by anthropological monographic studies, and the 

idea of individuality, a key concept within the classical tradition of the socio-historical studies of great 

civilizations. DaMatta establishes a bridge between these two concepts by focusing on certain under-

discussed aspects of rites of passage. In his view the ‘liminal’ phase of rites of passage is linked to the 

ambiguity brought about by the isolation and individualization of the initiate. It is thus the experience 

of being ‘outside-the-world’ that brings forth and characterizes liminal states, not the other way around 

– in short, it is individuality that engenders liminarity. Rites of passage transform this experience into 

complementarity, into an immersion within a network of social relationships, while ordeals, in contrast, 

establish a model for the plenitude of social life.

Next comes “A Colloquium of Sorcerers: Mário de Andrade, Fernando Ortiz, and the music of sorcery” 

by Elizabeth Travassos. She examines the ideas of the Brazilian writer and musicologist Mário de Andrade 

(1893-1945) and those of the Cuban writer and anthropologist Fernando Ortiz (1881-1969) concerning the 

relations between music and sorcery in Afro-American conceptions and rituals. Both authors constitute 

important references in the study of cultures of African origin in their respective countries, and their 
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interest in this subject is expressed by their in-field observations, books and articles.  

The essay explores common characteristics and contrasts in their approaches to the theme and suggests 

that the debate should not be limited to the history of ideas, since it echoes contemporary theories of 

‘speech acts,’ performativity, and aesthetic agency.

In “Brazil’s music of sorcery according to Mário de Andrade: an introduction by the editors”, Maria 

Laura Cavalcanti and Peter Fry, the editors of this English version of Andrade’s essay, introduce the readers 

to their editorial decisions and to the difficulties and limits of the translation of the author’s characteristic, 

and often idiosyncratic, Brazilian Portuguese.  In Andrade’s text, erudite analyses intermingle with the 

famous description of the ceremony of fechar o corpo (closing the body) to which the author asked to 

be submitted in his field research on the Brazilian Northeastern catimbó. Bringing in the subsequent 

anthropological literature, Cavalcanti and Fry also discuss Andrade’s often critical evaluations of this 

ceremony. They observe that while this description comprises the high point of the essay’s ethnographic 

analysis, from a musical perspective it is the macumba of 1930s Rio de Janeiro that occupies the place of 

honour.

“The music of sorcery in Brazil,” originally a lecture given by Mário de Andrade to the Brazilian Music 

Association (Associação Brasileira de Música) in Rio de Janeiro, in 1933, concludes the dossier. Pursuing an 

innovative approach, Andrade seeks out the role of music, with its distinctive rhythms and melodic forms, 

in the mystical trance of Afro-Brazilian religions. The text combines the flavour of his direct research 

experience in the catimbó of the Brazilian Northeast with his erudite bibliographical studies, strongly 

influenced by the evolutionary and diffusionist anthropology of the end of the 19th century and beginning 

of the 20th, and an analysis of macumba music in Rio de Janeiro around the 1930s, as found in the recordings 

that Andrade so much enjoyed collecting and listening to. 

Translated by David Rodgers
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Dossier “On rituals and performances”

The bodies of Christ:
performances and agencies of Passion in Ouro Preto

Edilson Pereira
Departamento de Antropologia, Programa de Pós-graduação em Ciências Sociais,  
Universidade do Estado do Rio de Janeiro, Rio de Janeiro/RJ, Brazil

Abstract

In this article, I analyze the enactments of the Passion of Christ that occur during the celebrations of 

Holy Week in Ouro Preto (Minas Gerais, Brazil). I follow the actors who perform the protagonist’s role and 

their different forms of rehearsal in more peripheral urban regions. Their conceptions of their practices – 

including how they distinguish a religious performance from a theatrical enactment – are explored through 

the idea of a continuum between the domains of ritual and theater identified by Victor Turner and Richard 

Schechner. I discuss the limits of the notion of performance proposed by the two authors and argue that, 

from a heuristic point of view, its semantic scope remains insufficient to explore ethnographic settings in 

which other agencies  transcend the actor-audience duality. The analysis of the actors who play the role of 

Christ reveals different agencies (and intentionalities) that intervene in their performances and emphasizes 

the importance of the body  as a primary locus of action.

Keywords: Passion of Christ; Ouro Preto; ritual performance; theatre; agency; body.

Os corpos de Cristo:
performances e agências da Paixão em Ouro Preto

Resumo

Neste artigo, analiso as práticas de encenação da Paixão de Cristo que ocorrem durante as celebrações 

da Semana Santa em Ouro Preto (Minas Gerais). Acompanho as experiências de ensaio e atuação dos 

moradores que encarnam o papel do protagonista em regiões mais periféricas da cidade. As concepções 

sobre tais práticas e como eles diferenciam uma performance “religiosa” de uma “teatral” serão exploradas 

por meio do continuum que Victor Turner e Richard Schechner identificaram entre os domínios do ritual e 

do teatro. Discuto os limites heurísticos da noção de performance proposta por tais autores e argumento que 

sua amplitude semântica não impede que ela se revele insuficiente para dar conta de situações etnográficas 

nas quais outras agências transcendem a dualidade ator-público. A análise das atuações dos moradores no 

papel de Cristo revela as diferentes agências (e intencionalidades) que afetam tais performances e destaca a 

importância do corpo como lócus privilegiado de ação.

Palavras-chave: Paixão de Cristo; Ouro Preto; performance ritual; teatro; agência; corpo.
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The bodies of Christ:
performances and agencies of Passion in Ouro Preto

Edilson Pereira

Introduction

During the festive celebration of Holy Week in Ouro Preto, Minas Gerais (Brazil), a series of processions 

that dramatically reconstitute the key moments of the history of the Passion and death of Christ are 

particularly important. The figure of Jesus Christ is represented in these processions by wooden baroque 

sculptures, which are objects of devotion. Some view such images as being especially valuable due to their 

age and origin in the Iberian Peninsula. They are protected by being kept in museums of sacred art. In my 

interviews and conversations with the residents during my fieldwork,1 I often heard them speak of religious 

images and of their relevance for this particular celebration. They always emphasized that an ancient 

custom was being maintained, differently from what occurs in cities where actors represent Christ – such 

as a famous Brazilian performance that takes place in Nova Jerusalem, Pernambuco. One employee of the 

local baroque churches, for example, said to me: “here, Christ was always a piece of wood, an image. (…) 

In Ouro Preto, a religious theatrical performance has never been contemplated. (…) We have never had a 

live enactment of the Passion. It was always like this.” The local newspapers also reinforced the rejection of 

this type of enactment. In the O Ouro Preto newspaper archive, I came across declarations such as: “No live 

figures, modernization, observes Father Francisco Barroso. Ouro Preto always will be loyal to a tradition of 

more than two hundred years, and we will not change anything now.”2

As my research progressed, it became clear that the utilization of baroque images explicitly validated 

certain ideals of antiquity and originality, also associated with the imaginary surrounding Ouro Preto itself. 

From the 1930s on, the town became one of the main symbols of Brazil’s cultural heritage due to its colonial 

urban architecture.3 First classified as a ‘Monumental City’, later designated a World Heritage Site by 

UNESCO in the 1980s, it has been transformed into a national tourist attraction. In this town, the negative 

attitudes expressed by various inhabitants about live theatrical representations of Christ are based on the 

idea that such representations threaten to ‘modernize’ Holy Week. The adoption of living actors could 

therefore jeopardize the values associated with “The Passion of Christ a la Mode” – an expression referring 

to religious processions based on old ‘traditions’, such as those held in others historical cities of Minas 

Gerais, and that attract many local inhabitants and tourists.4

However, beyond the perimeter of the most famous and valued region in the municipality, within the 

1   The fieldwork trips took place between 2009 and 2013, with another return to the fieldwork site made in 2015. These stays varied in duration according 
to the phase of the research and the demand for new information – some involved short trips of around week, others longer periods of time, around 80 
uninterrupted days. The research involved journeys to Ouro Preto at different moments of the year, but always including Holy Week. 

2   A phrase published in the newspaper Ouro Preto, number 76, on April 12, 1975, which was accompanied by a brief description of the principal activities to 
have influenced the religious celebration that particular year. This information can be consulted on the site:
http://4.bp.blogspot.com/2RJ8KOqnIQI/U0WTeWeoQVI/AAAAAAAABxU/vz9M9BivBN8/ s1600/Página+1_.jpg

3   The city of Ouro Preto was elevated to ‘National Monument’ status in the 1930s by the former Service for National Historical and Artistic Patrimony (SPHAN) 
under the Getúlio Vargas government. During this period, modernist politicians and artists like Manuel Bandeira celebrated the preservation of Ouro Preto 
and other cities in the interior of Minas Gerais as objects of historical patrimony. Discussing the ostracism suffered by Ouro Preto after the transfer of the 
state capital to Belo Horizonte, a city created at the end of the nineteenth century, the Pernambucan poet affirmed: “Ouro Preto has not changed over the 
years, which explains its incomparable charm” (Bandeira 2009:59). He also authored a tourist book on the city, published in 1938 after being commissioned 
by Rodrigo Melo Franco de Andrade, then director of SPHAN.

4   The expressions cited here refer to the title as well as to an excerpt from the article published in the travel section of the Rio to Janeiro newspaper O Globo 
on February, 25 2010 (source: http://oglobo.globo.com/boa-viagem/semana-santa-paixao-de-cristo-moda-mineira-3048979. Consulted May 2016).

26



Edilson Pereira Vibrant v.14 n.1

areas considered most distant from the urban center, different groups of inhabitants enact the Via Sacra 

(also known as the Stations of the Cross) during Holy Week, taking on the roles of biblical characters, 

including the protagonist himself, Jesus Christ. In these zones of the city, where neither the effects of 

conservation policies for preserving patrimony nor the presence of tourists are readily evident, other ways 

of appropriating Holy Week and the period in which this festival takes place can be observed.

Interested in knowing more about the activities that are not included in most studies about the city 

and its status as a model of architectural heritage, I propose to analyze the practices of reenactment of the 

Christian narrative in Ouro Preto that do not have much tourist appeal. In order to examine the different 

meanings that can be deduced from this other form of representing Christ, I observed the actors who take 

on this role, how they rehearse and the ways in which they interact with their audience and/or theatrical 

directors, since these factors tend to affect the outcome of their performances. The analysis of the effects of 

their dramatic performances will thus allow us to understand the type of personal and bodily changes that 

the performers experience.

Complementary to this analysis, I will investigate the native modes of classifying and distinguishing 

religious reenactments from theatrical performances of the Passion of Christ. In the process of 

crosschecking native perceptions with a certain analytical framework, I suggest a counterpoint to the 

continuum that Victor Turner (1982) and Richard Schechner (1985) identified between the realms of ritual 

and theatre. These particular authors adopt an approach based on the anthropological use of the notion of 

performance – a term that refers to a large range of events and cultural practices and which emphasizes the 

corporeality of the performers involved. As I reflect on the analytical appropriateness (or not) of the notion 

of performance, I argue, based on my research in Ouro Preto, that different forms of agency may have an 

effect on the same body and transcend the actor-audience duality that marks the distinctions between ritual 

and theater in the works of Turner and Schechner. Finally, I will show that the performances of Christ in 

Ouro Preto confer centrality to their active and operating bodies, as protagonists of these reenactments. 

Their performances will also give us a glimpse of bodily composition that differs from the unitary 

conception of the human person and from the ideas associated with the Western modern ‘individual’ 

(Mauss 2003; Dumont 2000; Duarte & Giumbelli 1995).

Viewing Ouro Preto from its margins

Map 1 –The Minas Gerais state (MG), its capital Belo Horizonte and the Ouro Preto location

source: http://viagem.uol.com.br/guia/cidade/ouro-preto.jhtm
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I begin with a brief presentation of the contexts that provide the setting for the dramatizations of 

the Passion, examining the activities and tensions that underlie the theatrical performances by actors 

associated with three main groups. Two of these groups are involved in performing the Via Sacra in 

different locations: one in the neighborhood of São Cristóvão and the other in the regions of Padre Faria 

and Saramenha. The third group performs mainly in the Santa Efigênia neighborhood. Some of these 

neighborhoods (like Padre Faria and Santa Efigênia) date back to the period when Ouro Preto was founded, 

known then as Vila Rica, in the eighteenth century, and combine “African and Afro-Brazilian elements 

present in the local/regional imagination” (Lima Filho 2010: 210). Others, such as São Cristóvão and 

Saramenha, are more recent districts, dating from the 1950-60s and the development of local industries. 

Initially these areas were home to workers from these industries and later on they were affected by the 

growth of the Federal University of Ouro Preto, UFOP. Rather than focusing on the specificities of each 

neighborhood, however, I am interested in exploring the socialites they share. This will allow us to look 

at Ouro Preto from the perspective of its hills and boundaries, in contrast to the customary view from its 

historic center.

Map 2 – The urban area of Ouro Preto and its historical center highlighted. Each number corresponds to the 

starting point or location for the staging of the performances analysed: 1- São Cristóvão neighborhood; 

2 - Santa Efigênia’s parish; 3 - Padre Faria neighborhood; 4 - Saramenha neighborhood.

source: (Salgado 2010:34)

The actors who will permit us, further on, to gain access to the pragmatics involved in the dramatic 

representation of Christ belong to groups of youths and adults who, beyond their individual singularities, 

share particular ways of living in the city. These experiences are important to our analysis insofar as they 

help explain the formation of the collectives involved in the representations of the Passion. In the São 

Cristóvão neighborhood, for example, the Via Sacra are staged every Good Friday, always during the early 

hours of the morning when the procession heads towards the Church of Nossa Senhora do Pilar. There, 

the story recounted in the dramatization connects with the history of the Congregation of the Virgin Mary 
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– a Catholic lay association composed primarily by inhabitants of the region. The association meets 

regularly to pray novenas and organize festivals dedicated to various saints, but also engages in charitable 

activities.5 Iris is a congregation member and has been responsible for organizing the Via Sacra for the last 

20 years. According to her own account, during preparations for Holy Week the congregation members 

mobilize children, youths and adults from the neighborhood, including family members and people not 

belonging to the group, to make up the cast needed to reenact the Via Sacra. In total they typically muster 

up to one hundred people to perform the biblical roles.

In the rehearsals, which begin soon after the end of Carnival and the start of Lent, ‘youths’ – a notion 

that does not delimit a precise age group, but is widely employed in this context – visibly take on most of 

the roles. Different ways of relating to the religious content during the festival are observable among these 

young people. Some maintain a distance from the Church’s regular religious activities (including religious 

services) but recognize the Holy Week as a special moment and a mobilizing factor for wider participation 

– including the involvement of family members and friends in various activities typical of this period. A 

smaller number of young people attend prayer meetings, work as catechists in local churches, or belong 

to secular fraternities dedicated to specific saints where they interact with older members. This dynamic, 

which unites people with varying degrees of commitment to year-round religious activities, reproduces a 

wider logic operating among the participants of the Passion of Christ performances, both in the outlying 

neighborhoods of Ouro Preto and in the city as a whole.6

Nonetheless, those responsible for the dramatic performances in São Cristóvão told me that an 

important objective motivating their work was to involve young people in religious activities, thereby 

protecting them from certain ‘dangers’ – including the risks associated with drugs and criminality. This 

kind of talk, which depicts youths as an object of special attention for families and social institutions, is 

also found among local religious figures (Catholics and Evangelicals from diverse denominations) and tends 

to overlook the specific differences between neighborhoods, emphasizing above all the shared strategies for 

dealing with certain social problems that are especially entrenched in more peripheral urban regions.

When I had the opportunity to observe the performances in these outlying regions of the city, I learnt 

about difficult family losses, such as the suffering of a black woman who played the role of Maria in the 

Via Sacra performed in São Cristóvão. According to Iris, coordinator of the group in question, this woman 

had an unparalleled ability to express the pain endured by the Virgin Mary as a mother wracked by the 

flagellation and death of her son, Jesus Christ, since she herself had suffered the same kind of experience. 

Three times. She lost her first son to a motorcycle accident. The second was killed by the police in his own 

home. The third, also murdered, was the victim of an ambush planned by her former daughter-in-law with 

another man. This extreme case, involving a relatively unknown Ouro Preto resident, provides an insight 

into the concerns expressed over the fate of young people and into the ethical values associated with family 

and neighborly relations, defended as principles that need to be cherished and ensured at all costs.

In Santa Efigênia parish, the performances held during Holy Week are linked to the Youth Ministry, 

another lay group that, as well as spreading a specific religious message, also focuses on the ‘social 

dimension,’ as members put it. In this other region of Ouro Preto, the group has produced the play known 

5   The group assists neighbors and friends experiencing economic or health problems, as well as people living in situations of vulnerability. In previous 
years, some members had visited the local jail and asylum, taking food and cutting people’s hair and nails. More recently, they have provided coffee and 
cookies at Ouro Preto’s municipal funeral parlor, distributing a form of anonymous ‘charity’ to the families and other mourners. The food is left in situ and, 
immediately after the wake, the space is cleaned without those offering this assistance being observed.

6   As I was able to observe during my field research, the motivations for taking part are diverse: some people volunteer out of a clear religious identification, 
some are persuaded by friends and family, while others consider the festival to be an icon of local identity, part of Ouro Preto’s culture, without implying any 
adherence to Catholic religious practices. Some people criticize the position of the Church in general, including its effects on the practices of local priests, 
but see this moment as being ‘for everyone’ and not necessarily pertaining solely to the religious sphere.
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as ‘Auto da Paixão’ (Passion of Christ) every year for the last decade.7 The young men and women from this 

group “come from all different hills of the city,” explained Xicó, responsible for putting on the performance 

each year.

In 2012, Xicó was 28 years of age. His own personal history attests to an alternative path to the risks 

and violent acts that, as mentioned above, have had such an impact on the urban experience of some 

inhabitants. When I met him, Xicó was working in one of the sectors of the Department for Cultural 

Promotion in the municipal government. Himself a past member of the Youth Ministry, he became involved 

in staging religious plays while completing his undergraduate degree in performing arts at UFOP. This 

context, he said, had given him the kick start for forming a theatrical group:

During the same period, the coordinator [of the Santa Efigênia Youth Ministry] asked me to run a theater 

project with the kids, exploring the theme “We are who we can be, we are the dreams that we can dream.” I had 

to create a scene based around this theme. So I said, okay, I’ll use everything I’ve learned so far with this group 

of kids. So we put on a theatrical show and it was really good […] Afterwards, the kids asked me when were we 

going to put on a performance again? When could we create another play? And then, one day as I walked past 

the front of Santa Efigênia Church with my brother, I said to him: Bro, this stairway is very beautiful, isn’t it? 

As a musician himself, he is sensitive to this kind of thing and he replied: Yes, well… we can do something here. 

And so I said: Let’s do the Passion of Christ here. Let’s put on our Holy Week right here. (My emphasis)

The reference to ‘our’ Holy Week, as a new activity to be carried out on the site of the church in 

question, sheds light on the differences identifiable between this initiative and the ‘traditional’ celebrations 

cited earlier. As he narrates how the theatrical piece directed by himself became a reality, Xicó’s discourse 

provides a glimpse into certain “effects derived from the place itself ” (Bourdieu 2003) revealed in the 

social life of contemporary Ouro Preto. 8 Simultaneously, the distinctions that impact urban space are 

accompanied by variations in the ways of dealing with the time of the festival itself, as well as its main 

theme (the Christian drama), as we shall see below.

The tensions between religion and theater

Having considered the social setting within which the different Holy Week performance groups are 

immersed, we can turn to examine how their activities are organized, as well as the motivations of those 

actors who perform the role of Christ and, moreover, the dilemmas associated with playing this specific 

character.

I should emphasize from the outset that we are dealing with concurrent performances centered around 

the same theme – the passion and the death of the Son of God made man – expressed through different 

modes of dramatization. Some of the groups cited are involved in reenacted Via Sacras, as participants in 

cortèges in which actors and spectators move as a group through certain streets of their own  

 

7   The Auto is a theatrical genre of European origin, frequently oriented towards religious matters and occasions (such as Christmas and Easter) or towards 
themes considered to be noble. The genre became especially popular in the sixteenth century. It can be characterized as a narrative made up of verses and 
constructed in an allegorical mode. In France and England, the sacramental Autos were known as ‘Miracles’ or ‘Mysteries.’ In Colonial Brazil, religious figures 
like José de Anchieta utilized them for the purpose of catechism. See Teixeira 2005; Bordier 1998; Magaldi 1999.

8   As Bourdieu (2003) pointed out, the structures of social differentiation – based on the availability or scarcity of symbolic and financial capital, combined 
with other factors, such as ethnicity – produce specific conceptual and physical ways of coping with the symbolic displacements generated by the adoption 
of a social position located at the margin of any given ‘center.’ This does not mean that the inhabitants of a city region find themselves isolated within the 
areas where they live, but rather that they perceive – in specific ways and from distinct viewpoints determined by their social position – what it means to be 
a part of ‘this’ or ‘that’ space. This perception, in turn, affects the level of access that they possess to certain places.
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neighborhoods, heading towards a specific church in the neighboring area.9 In this dramatic model, 

performers and the audience follow a pre-established sequence of ‘stations’ that scenically compose the 

story of the Passion in a progressive manner, beginning with Christ’s condemnation before Pontius Pilate 

and ending with his burial.10 The performances are typically guided by a narrator who announces each of 

the stages, thus providing a framework that orients the actions to be performed subsequently by the actors 

on the streets.

In the Via Sacra dramatization, temporal and spatial dimensions must be taken into account as 

concomitant factors. A clear opposition exists between the series of scenes composing the story and the 

movement through urban surroundings without any prior connection to the narrative and often very 

different from one another. A large number of the places through which the Via Sacra proceeds over the 

two to three kilometer course are not adapted to compose a theatrical setting. Consequently, the journey 

between each new space is accompanied by a search to redefine the environment concerned, investing it 

with new meaning. Moreover, their journey takes them through places not necessarily deemed ‘sacred’ by 

either the group or their audiences. 11

Faced with various external factors capable of distracting the spectators accompanying the Via Sacra, 

the actors immerse themselves in their roles to hold the attention of their followers, ensuring that the 

story moves forward dynamically despite the potential disruptions from the surrounding area. According 

to those involved in the drama, these outside factors can be overcome by approaching the dramatic 

performance in the right way. While for some people performing a simple role in the narrated story was 

perceived as an enjoyable pastime, mixing playfulness with respect during the actual moment of the 

procession, for others the exposure involved in playing certain roles meant assuming greater responsibility. 

This is especially true for those playing unique characters with a specific involvement in the Story of the 

Passion and who raise greater expectations among the spectators – the case, for instance, of Veronica 

(Pereira 2015). Along these lines, the highest level of responsibility is associated with the role of Christ.

According to Carlos, a civil engineer about fifty years old who works at UFOP and plays the role of Jesus 

in the Via Sacra staged in the Saramenha and Padre Faria regions, his performance is religious rather than 

artistic in nature. Having played the same role for some years without any expectation of a career in theatre 

or learning more about drama theory, he said of himself and his colleagues: “We don’t like to be called a 

theater group. Because we don’t do theater! No offense to anyone from other groups of course.”

During the period of rehearsals for the Via Sacra, he says, before memorizing their lines and stage 

directions, the group always sets aside a moment for prayer – which may last up to an hour (a practice in  

 

 

9   I refer here to two groups: one that performs in the São Cristóvão neighborhood, and the other in Saramenha and Padre Faria. The presentations in the 
latter two neighborhoods, which are some distance from one another, take place on different days. In Padre Faria, the Via Sacra that I accompanied took 
place on Wednesday evening of Holy Week. In Saramenha, the event takes place on Good Friday during the day.

10   According to Catholic tradition, and as can be observed in diverse native documents and in the paintings decorating the interior of various Catholic 
churches, the Via Sacra (or Stations of the Cross) unfolds as follows: First station: Jesus is condemned to death; Second: Jesus carries the cross on his back; 
Third: Jesus falls down for the first time; Fourth: Jesus meets his mother; Fifth: Simon of Cyrene helps Jesus carry the cross; Sixth: Veronica wipes the face of 
Jesus; Seventh: Jesus falls for the second time; Eighth: Jesus meets the women from Jerusalem; Ninth: Jesus falls for the third time; Tenth: Jesus is stripped 
of his clothes; Eleventh: Jesus is nailed to the cross; Twelfth: Jesus dies on the cross; Thirteenth: Jesus is taken down from the cross; Fourteenth: Jesus is laid 
to rest in the tomb.

11   Many of Ouro Preto’s Evangelical churches are located outside the central region, meaning that some of them may be situated along the routes taken by 
the Via Sacra. The time when I accompanied one group in Padre Faria area, the cortège passed in front of the Quadrangular Gospel Church. On the night 
of the performance, in 2012, when we reached that point of the path, some of the participants (especially those who are youngest) made a point of praying 
aloud, as though they were responding to the sound of the religious service unfolding inside the Church. For more information on religious disputes in 
Minas Gerais, see Gracino Júnior 2008. For information about other contexts involving Christian inter-religious disputes that have processions and acoustic 
expressions as one of their major components, see Tamimi Arab 2015.
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tune with the Catholic Charismatic Renewal movement with which the group identifies). 12 In fact, it was 

during one of the group’s prayer meetings that his name was put forward as actor for the role, a proposal 

that he accepted. In this way, the dramatic performance is translated into a religious, rather than artistic, 

instrument.

If we turn our attention to another collective, such as the Santa Efigênia youth group, we discover that 

the role-playing experience there is understood quite differently. Firstly, the dramatization takes the form 

not of a Via Sacra but an Auto (a Mystery Play, as explained in an earlier footnote) performed in a fixed 

location – frequently in front of the church from which the parish derives its name, or on its steps – which 

becomes the theatrical setting for the performance. In this form of presentation, the spectators remain in 

one particular spot, while the play’s characters move on and off stage as they tell the story. The use of the 

vicinity of the baroque church as a setting also transforms the Auto into an activity connected to religious 

space, readily identifiable from its material form and visible symbols. The church building reinforces the 

meaning of the drama performed in front of it, and vice-versa.

The differences between the groups do not end there, however. Carlos (who plays the role of Christ in 

the aforementioned Via Sacra) sees his performance as the outcome of a religious dynamic – which includes 

the practice of collective prayer before rehearsals. In the case of the Auto, the performance tends to follow 

a different course. During my conversations with Xicó, the director of the latter group, he explained that 

various teenagers involved with the Holy Week production no longer participated in the Youth Ministry, 

although it remained a gateway for those wanting to become involved in the drama group’s activities. 

Xicó did not consider himself to be an active member of the church either, despite his family’s Catholic 

background. He saw his acting as simply the work of a professional in the performing arts: “The work I 

do with the group is based around theater itself. The aesthetic approach is theatrical in inspiration,” he 

claimed.

One of the central characteristics of this kind of work can be perceived in the way through which the 

Auto is produced, year after year. Rather than sticking to a fixed script (like the speeches pronounced by the 

Via Sacra characters and narrators), the production of the Auto play makes use of

collective creation. In my case, for example, everything I know about the Bible I’ve learnt from them. I knew 

very little. There’s a guy who has been to the seminary, he’s no longer there today, but he knows a lot […] We also 

work heavily with improvisation. The text is very much a creation of the group […] So it really emerges from 

a process of creation. It is theater, I don’t do it as though it were the Via Sacra! Of course some parts are more 

religious, sure. But this is our [theatrical] path.

His approach to the Auto, open to the intervention of the participating actors, points to the domain 

recognized as theatre production. Furthermore, the activity results from preparing (potential) actors in 

a kind of experimental laboratory involving exercises in improvisation, which not only train the young 

people in acting skills but also afford the director a parameter for choosing who should play which part.13

On the other hand, the stimulus given to creativity and the adaptation of the Passion of Christ leads, 

at some level, to the secularization of an activity pursued within a wider ritual setting deeply imbued 

12   The Catholic Charismatic Renewal (CCR) movement began in the USA in the 1960s, which became more prominent in Brazil in the 1990s and after. In 
Ouro Preto, the presence of this particular strand of Catholicism is still limited compared to the public presence and influence of the Third Orders and the 
lay fraternities lay organizations, which tend to adopt other devotional practices and forms of meeting. On the prayer practices characteristic of the Brazilian 
CCR, see Pereira 2009.

13   This procedure, which stands out as one of the trademarks of Xicó’s work in Ouro Preto, is similar to the dynamic observable in other places, such as 
Congonhas, another historical town in Minas Gerais state. According to Júnia Pereira (2009), a scenic arts researcher who had previously performed in 
the Auto produced in Congonhas, there has been a gradual professionalization of the Passion of Christ over recent decades. As the performance began to 
be directed by theater professionals – and no longer by local residents mobilized by the festive and religious context of Holy Week – “the figures acquired 
greater psychological depth and richness of character than before,” generating a dramatic ‘humanization’ of the characters themselves (Pereira 2009:70).
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with religious meaning. Depending on the style of representation adopted, whether specific characters 

are involved or the Christian story, audience reaction often takes the form of criticism – especially from 

inhabitants, lay church members and some priests who deal everyday with the story reenacted in the Auto. 

The negative reaction of the public, depending on how they respond to the improvisations of the actors, 

stems, Xicó argues, from the fact that “people don’t understand that it is a theatrical piece” –– despite all 

the artistic techniques and aims involved in the work.

The dissonance observed between the group’s proposal and the response of spectators seems to reflect 

problems linked to theatre and stage activity itself. In the Ouro Preto context, dramatic representation, as 

one of the forms of producing a copy – “the art of becoming something else, of becoming Other” (Taussig 

1993: 36) – highlights the problem of duplicating something that, due to its sacred nature, should not 

be diluted in the domain of things, people and profane spacetime. As Duvignaud (1973:86) suggests, the 

problematic aspects involved in the representation of a “a sacred scene in flesh and bone” are that it makes 

use of common people, who are transformed into “playing the role of a divine being.” The author describes 

this procedure as a form of “new incarnation, [which] renders present and carnal that which should remain 

secret” (ibid).

In this sense, the enactment of the Christian story seems to respond to the problem of never being 

understood solely as pure fiction, since it is connected to a type of account (Biblical) “that does not want us 

to forget our reality during some hours, (…) but rather to overlook it; we should incorporate its world into 

our own life, feeling ourselves to be members of its universal-historical structure,” as Auerbach (2013:12) 

suggested in his study of mimesis and the representation of reality in western literature, including the 

Bible.

In the case under study here, the criticisms made of the theatrical productions staged by Xicó’s group 

have forced the director to recognize the difficulties involved in getting the audience to accept their Auto, 

primarily due to its association with the religious and ritual time of Holy Week. In his own words:

The fact that it involves the Passion of Christ makes it even more complicated [to deal with the general public]! 

Wow, Holy Week!’ – Here in Ouro Preto there’s a lot of that… It’s a cultural thing: ‘Ah, they’re messing with Jesus 

Christ, Jesus Christ!’ So, I can’t mess with that. So I experiment with the narrators instead, or with Judas...

Seen within this context, it is interesting to note the singularity of the figure of Christ in relation 

to others, like Judas, his antagonist. Compared to the ‘saint of saints,’ of which all of the rest are 

emulations (Jolles 1976: 41), the latter figure – just like those who accompany the death of Jesus and his 

later resurrection – appear in an inferior position in terms of sacredness and, therefore, in terms of the 

interdictions surrounding them. Precisely for this reason, Judas and the other apostles can be treated with 

more freedom than the main protagonist. This in turn reveals the existence of specific guidelines orienting 

the working methods concerning the central character of the drama. Let’s examine this topic in more detail.

Thinking through performance and agency 

In working with the human depiction of the figure of Jesus, Xicó interacts with young people who 

live out this role in diverse manners. Some of these experiences, though, end up complicating – if not 

inverting – the separation that Xicó identifies between a theatrical activity like his own, and a religious and 

devotional activity like the Via Sacra.

One of the actors directed by Xicó was Daniel, a young man from Ouro Preto who was then a 19 year-old 

student enrolled on a technical course in mining. Daniel had performed the role of Christ for the past three 

years. He had been a member of the Youth Ministry before joining the theater group, where he also begun 
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to participate in physical exercises and other forms of preparation for the public presentation of the Auto. 

During this training process, he was chosen by the director – “It wasn’t me who asked to play the role,” he 

remarked – because of his evident talent for acting. Nevertheless, Daniel expressed no desire to pursue an 

artistic career. His perception of the activity was inspired by the following line of reasoning: “In terms of 

life generally, theater itself is very good because it allows us to develop skills. It helps you become calmer 

when speaking in public.” This apparent lack of commitment to the theatrical profession took on another 

nuance, however, when it came to representing the most important character of the Auto.  He said the 

following about his performance:

Look, it was a really great training experience, it really was. The first time, the first year I was involved, it was a 

bit strange. I didn’t feel much… and indeed, as a result, I didn’t feel very comfortable in the role. The second year 

I tried to read more, I even read the Gospel, to learn about the story told in the Bible, to get a better idea of the 

role and not just ‘say what he said.’  So, as I dug deeper, I tried to get to know more, to look at those images and 

so on [like the paintings and effigies of saints on display in the city’s churches) and it ended up being a formative 

experience for me. A personal training, in fact, a religious training, a human training.  (my emphasis)

Daniel’s account provides an insight into some of the consequences of performing the role of Jesus 

during Holy Week. First of all, we can note that his training in drama techniques – combined with his 

personal skill, attested by the director who chose him from the pool of available actors – was not enough to 

prevent him from feeling uncomfortable during his first experience of playing the role. In compensation, 

his performance the following year was preceded and complemented by a search for greater knowledge and 

understanding of the character/divinity in question. During this process, alongside the acting itself, Daniel 

claimed that he had gone through a kind of ‘training’ on multiple levels – personal, religious and human.

As we can observe, theater, recognized and produced as such, lead this young man to develop an interest 

in Christ and fostered a deepening of his religiosity – albeit unintentionally – which to a certain extent can 

be likened to the kind of involvement expressed by participants of the Via Sacra performances. Although, 

as we saw earlier, ‘religion’ and ‘theater’ are interpreted as opposing activities from a native viewpoint, 

closer observation of the acting experiences involved reveals a similarity in the outcomes generated by the 

pragmatics of rehearsal and performance in both domains. Whether arriving via a theatrical or religious 

path, the actors recognize that they were affected by the role performed. In this sense, the continuum that 

Victor Turner (1982) and Richard Schechner (1985) identified between ritual and theater can be observed in 

the context analyzed here, but only insofar as this fact is recognized as a specific aspect of these activities 

– rather than an innate characteristic of these types of cultural expression. What can be highlighted as a 

common element, in this case, are the effects associated with the performances in question.

A polysemic term, performance can be defined as a form of artistic expression typical of the second half 

of the twentieth century: experimental, reflexive and transitory, which does not necessarily aim to produce 

a final product, an autonomous work of art, and focuses on the creative act directed towards the body of the 

artist herself (including body art) and her actions within a given environment, interacting with a specific 

kind of audience (Goldberg 2007). In complementary form, the expression performance began to be applied 

in the 1960s counterculture movement in the United States to denominate an alternative to classical drama 

based on a written script, favoring instead a so-called environmental theater and experimental theater – a 

topic that Richard Schechner (2012) explores directly in his work.

In his exploration of the anthropology and theories developed by Victor Turner, Schechner (2012: 38) 

connects performance to the notions of liminality, social drama, ritual and communitas that marked the 

career of the anthropologist. Turner, for his part, found himself to be living through a singular moment in 

his career, as he noted a progressive “conceptual metamorphosis” that reflected a “definite incorporation 
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of the western world and of an ample comparative perspective as particular concerns of this author,” 

as Cavalcanti (2013:413) observes.14 In this particular context, the anthropologist relies on the range of 

meanings that can be linked to a ritual and to its associated symbols – and, notwithstanding, to the term 

performance itself – in order to comprehend the phenomenon as a type of action: “To perform,” Turner 

wrote (1982:91), “is thus to complete a more or less involved process rather than to do a single deed or act.” 

An activity that, far from being self-complete, is connected to other meanings that influence the act in 

question. 

Schechner (1985) also makes use of this acceptation to understand performance as a “restored type 

of behavior,” a kind of double action.15 Hence, when Daniel, the young Christ figure who we have been 

following, tells us that he passed through a period of ‘training’ and that his acting experience was 

accompanied by a wide range of meanings that directly affected him, we can observe that the activity in 

question closely resembles the more anthropological use of the expression.

Still on the notion of performance, Turner wrote: 

Schechner’s ‘performance’ is a fairly precise labelling of the items in the modern potpourri of liminoid genres 

– but it indicates by its very breadth and tolerance of discrepant forms that a level of public reflexivity has been 

reached totally congruent with the advanced stages of a given social form. (Turner 1979:497)

The association between performance and the notion of ‘liminoid’ is a common point to the 

interpretations made by Turner and Schechner of these particular terms and is worth highlighting. 

Based on the model of successive stages (separation, margin or limen, and reintegration) that Arnold Van 

Gennep (2011) identified in rites of passage, Turner perceives that liminal situations, those that encompass 

experiences lived out on the margins, can be characterized by the inclusion of certain ‘agents’ – whether 

these are people, groups, ritual artifacts, or so on – occupying social positions involving instability and 

ambiguity, betwixt and between, suspending their previously defined roles (Turner 1967). However, in 

contrast to the ‘traditional’ African environments that served as the focus of Turner’s ethnographies for 

various decades, and where public rituals typically involve the participation of villagers, with important 

social effects for their continuity as a group (Turner 1996), ‘liminoid’ processes can be more commonly 

attributed to post-industrial, capitalist societies where participation in an artistic or ritualistic process does 

not involve the same degree of control or sanction. In the modern societies, the types of cultural expression 

and social dramatization that produce liminal situations, such as the theatre (classical or experimental), can 

be especially influenced by the individual choices of performers and of the wider public, enabling them to 

be readily assimilated into leisure and entertainment (Turner 1982).16

Turner and Schechner also agreed that the kind of relationship established between performers and 

their audiences is an essential element in distinguishing theatre from ritual, despite the various points 

held in common. This observation deserves our attention. While the former stated: “Ritual, unlike theatre, 

does not distinguish between audience and performers” (Turner 1982:112), the latter added: “Theater comes 

14   The analysis made by Cavalcanti (2013) of the main field research and central notions shaping Turner’s career shows that the analytical depth attained 
by the latter was not merely the result of his meeting with Schechner in 1977. In fact, it had already been foreshadowed in publications such as The Ritual 
Process, published in 1969, and Dramas, Fields and Metaphors, in 1974. In these works, Turner began to use concepts previously linked to his dense ethnographic 
work among the Ndembu, employing them now to reflect on (new and old) political and religious movements, as well as counterculture movements among 
Euro-American societies.

15   Schechner (1985) also refers to two dimensions derived from every performance, namely: transformation and transportation. The former relates to the 
consequences of the performance, its effects on performers and/or the wider audience, while the latter is associated with the sensorial and intellectual shifts 
produced by the performative act, which may also be reflected in the actor and the spectators. Rubens Alves da Silva (2005) argues that Schechner’s ‘restored 
behavior’ points to a model of action/performance realized through a process of rehearsals and research. Pursuing this line of thought, Silva suggests that 
this way of understanding performance can also be compared to the body techniques described by Marcel Mauss.

16   Moreover, in contrast to the liminal, liminoid forms “occur on the margin of central processes of social production (in this sense they are less ‘serious’); 
and can be considered to be more creative (and even subversive)” (Dawsey 2009:372).
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into existence when a separation occurs between audience and performers” (Schechner cited in Turner, 

ibid). The framework in which these authors analyze these activities is influenced, therefore, by the type of 

relationship forged between two central terms – the senders and receivers of a message, for example – both 

of which are conceived within their settings of action.

Returning to the Daniel’s account of the effects arising from his performance in Ouro Preto, however, 

we can observe that he attests to a presence – unnamed – that accompanies him when he acts out the scenes 

that form part of Christ’s story. This presence, as we can perceive in his discourse, extends beyond his own 

acting self and likewise beyond the public with whom he interacts:

We don’t leave there the same person. And so, during the play, we feel various things as we see that… well, we 

sense that there is something greater, you know? By playing that particular role at that moment, I am not alone 

in playing Christ, you know? I have… I feel that in doing this I have power over a lot of people. The ‘power’ I’m 

talking about is like this: it means touching people, being able to move them, deliver a word, a message. So, I 

feel I’m not alone when doing this. So when I decided to get involved, we have to prepare ourselves spiritually, you 

know? Because it’s a big thing. It’s a real responsibility. It’s not just any role, that’s for sure. (my emphasis)

When he plays the role of the holy figure, Daniel finds himself in an ambiguous position in which the 

activity that he performs as an actor engenders effects (on himself and on the audience) that escape his 

control – that is, they reveal the possibility of a force that exceeds his person without, though, nullifying 

him. It is “not just any role” because it involves a responsibility and a degree of emotional involvement of 

the actor and of those around him. Furthermore, when Daniel states that he was not alone at the moment 

of playing the role, he highlights the intervention of a new term in the actor-audience relationship, one that 

cannot be subsumed in either of these two poles.

When we compare Daniel’s narrative with that of Carlos, the Via Sacra performer discussed earlier, we 

can observe that the third agency in question, which simultaneously exceeds and interacts with the actor 

and audience, concerns the key figure from the story. When I asked what had been the most remarkable 

moment during his performance of Christ, Carlos replied:

I had done the first fall [corresponding to the third Station of the Cross], I was carrying the cross like this [on 

his back]… So then a woman arrived, looked at me…She was really looking at Jesus, but she looked at me and 

asked for forgiveness, because her husband had died there, he’d been run over by a car on that very spot. Her 

son also had a drug problem, and she opened her mouth to cry. As I looked at her, in my heart I could only 

think: Oh Lord, I am not Jesus! So then Nice [a friend] said: Pick it up! Pick up the ball and pass it on! So, I 

ended up acting as an intermediary. I picked up her prayer and said: take it, Jesus! And [she] cried, and cried, 

and cried!

Exploring the connections between the accounts and experiences of these two Ouro Preto performers, 

we can infer that, on one hand, Christ is like a divine prototype who – within a specific ritual setting – is 

imitated by an actor who ends up personifying one of his performed copies. In other words, the latter offers 

the former his own body within an artistic-religious setting that reconstitutes Christ’s (mythic) story in the 

present. Simultaneously, though, this living copy, due to the performer’s capacity to look like the socially 

conceived and recognized image of the sacred persona, becomes a physical and visual medium between the 

audience and Christ – thereby allowing spectators and devotees to interact with a particular modality of 

Christ’s presence and agency. 

By agency, I mean the specific sense attributed to this notion by a particular strand of the 

anthropological literature, connecting authors as diverse as Alfred Gell and Talal Asad. According to the 

first of these authors, ‘actions’ imply the idea of an intention, which necessarily presupposes the existence 

36



Edilson Pereira Vibrant v.14 n.1

(real or abducted) of some kind of agent (Gell 1998: 16-17). In contrast to ‘actions,’ which at some level 

infer a human actor, ‘happenings’ are associated with events devoid of any intentionality, like the laws of 

nature, for instance. Gell adds that an agent is one who causes an action, constituting its source, and not 

necessarily what realizes the action at a physical level. Analyzing the agency of ‘works of art’ or ‘art objects’ 

– which are defined by their position within a relational field, rather than by any particular intrinsic, 

material or aesthetic trait – the author argues that they can ‘act,’ but not in a self-sufficient manner, since 

they are continuously immersed in different forms of human intentionality.

Asad, on the other hand, employs the notion of agency to analyze the ideas of pain and suffering 

operating in other historical contexts, including early Christianity. For him, agency is a complex term 

whose meanings emerge from semantic and institutional networks that define and sustain particular 

modes of connecting people, things, and so on (Asad 2003:78). Although he addresses a very different 

topic to the one discussed by Gell, the author reinforces the idea that agency is deduced from an intention. 

Furthermore, he emphasizes that agency does not necessarily coincide with an individual biological body, 

nor with the consciousness supposedly possessed by it (ibid.:74). Corporations and institutions can also 

be thought of as agents, though they lack subjectivity. At the same time, Asad deconstructs the idealized 

opposition between agency and passivity (or passion, to use his own term) by citing what occurs in crimes 

of passion, for example. In such cases, it is frequently argued that the person did not use their reason – a 

key factor in the (western) definition of individuality – to calculate the perpetrated act, as though they had 

been replaced by an external force, unrelated to their intention (ibid:75).

Another aspect mentioned by Asad concerning the notion of agency allows us to return to Carlos’s 

narrative about his performance in the Via Sacra. He observes that agency may signify ‘representation’ in 

the sense that the actions of a particular agent are taken to be carried out not by himself but by whom he 

represents. Such reasoning can influence political theories as well as representational theater. According 

to the author: “The actor’s agency consists not in the actions of the role she performs but in her ability to 

disempower one self for the sake of another. Her action is solely her own” (ibid).

Adopting this perspective, we can grasp the complexity of the position experienced by Carlos when 

performing the role of Christ. While interacting with a given audience, he took on the position not only 

of the agent – who bodily and verbally expresses himself to certain spectators – but also of the patient, 

since his connection to the dramatic role resulted from neither a personal intention nor any inner desire. 

It was actually in a prayer meeting organized by the Via Sacra group that his name was put forward, not 

by a specific member, but through divine will: as Carlos says, it was God who “filled their hearts” with the 

certainty that he could play the part of Jesus. Nonetheless, he stated that “it was not easy” to take on such a 

persona because he did not want “to stand out” or feed his ego. That is to say, his action was not presumed 

to reflect his own intentions, but those of another agent. For this reason, Carlos defended the idea that the 

group’s dramatic activity should not be classified as ‘theatre.’ He identifies the latter artistic activity as 

a field that channels individual desires and projects, while he (like his group) offers instead to adopt the 

position of an ‘intermediary’ – placing himself between the woman who seems to visualize, in his own outer 

appearance, the image of Christ and God himself. This explains his own inner appeal to God: “Oh Lord, I am 

not Jesus!”

Given this complex framework of interactions, the notion of performance originally used by 

Schechner, and subsequently developed by Turner,17 would appear a useful and interesting analytical tool 

17   In his later texts, Turner imbues the term with other meanings, clearly expanding the themes and theories of interest, as exemplified in his texts on the 
Anthropology of Performance (1995) and the Anthropology of Experience (1986). In the latter work, we can note the depiction of performance as one of the 
stages involved in the production of an experience, Erlebnis, connected to the expression (as an externalization) of processes involving the formulation of 
a lived experience (internalized). For more details concerning this project, see Dawsey (2005). For a more wide-ranging analysis of the author’s work, see 
Cavalcanti (2012) for instance.
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for understanding the transformations engendered by the immersion in liminal states within different 

cultural realities. From a heuristic viewpoint, however, its semantic scope remains insufficient to explore 

ethnographic settings in which other agencies appear that traverse and transcend the actor-audience 

duality. 

Performance, in this sense, is best taken as a starting point, rather than end point, of an anthropological 

study. Observing the performances and narratives of Carlos and Daniel, it is clear that we are dealing with at 

least three simultaneous ways of establishing complementary relationships over the course of their plays. 

As mentioned earlier, we can identify: i) the actor-audience interaction; ii) the relationship between the 

spectators and the enacted divinity, who also performs, albeit via the abduction of actor and audience; and 

finally iii) the connection established between the actors themselves and the sacred figure, whose actions 

are deemed to be oblivious to the performers’ subjective control. This other must be considered, therefore, 

in the specific net of relations motivated by him and the drama of his own Passion. The performances are 

based on a triangular relationship model.18      

In exploring the performances of the Ouro Preto Christs, I argue that we need to move beyond the 

earlier formulation of the term (performance) and include other factors that intervene in the particular 

context in question, acting with and through the related subjects. The divine prototype-figure is revealed 

as a key factor in social activity that needs to be analyzed in conjunction with the other agents. Indeed, as 

an operative term in the performative situation exemplified by the Carlos’s experience, it must be included 

among the correlated sources of intentionality in play. Likewise, we also need to respond to the challenge 

of thinking about how different agencies express themselves in – and make use of – the body of the actor/

medium, establishing distinct relationships ‘within’ one and the same person.

On bodies and personhood

In the process of imitating Christ, the bodies of the performers are presented not only as an expression 

of their individualities, but also as potential loci of agency that reflect different intentionalities (Asad 2003). 

In the accounts described here, we have seen that it is the physical presence of a person – their external 

composition, visual appearance and physical gestures as a copy of the divine figure – that serves as a base 

for their interaction with the audience and with Christ. At the same time, it is within their body that the 

person finds a place to talk to Jesus – “in my heart,” as Carlos said.

 The multiplicity of vectors acting with and on a performer’s body emerge as an outcome not only 

of the performative situation itself, the moment of public presentation, but also of the preparatory process 

that encompasses it and shapes its outcomes (especially from the audience’s viewpoint). As he told me, 

when the time comes to prepare his theatre group for Holy Week, Xicó focuses primarily on how each 

young person will experience and express the relationship developed with his or her respective character. 

When addressing a young actor like Daniel, he would say: “Are you going to play Jesus Christ? How is Jesus 

Christ in your head? Now he has to show it in the body. I sometimes even joke, saying things like: the actor 

doesn’t speak, the actor does!” (my emphasis).

In this ritual milieu, a form of communication is enabled through the mimicking of the Christian 

Passion, as the result of a set of relationships that interpose themselves for a certain duration and that 

intensify their effects on the corporeality of the performers. In enacting a character like Jesus, on the way to 

18   In this sense, the acting performed by the Ouro Preto Christs contains various elements observable in other ritual and ethnographic realities beyond the 
Christian. Patricia Birman (2005: 409), reviewing the literature on trance in Afro-Brazilian religions and its relations to the definition of sexual and gender 
roles, emphasized the fact that various studies mentioned a social dynamic organized around “triangular relations between humans and ‘non-humans,’” 
delimiting these as: the person who enters into trance, his or her closest affective partner and the divinity itself.
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his death on the cross, the physical and visual constitution of the actor playing the role should accentuate 

his human condition and the depth of the pain to which he was subjected. Expressing the suffering 

associated with the figure by means of the actor’s own body thus becomes one of the tacit objectives 

common to dramatizations of the Passion.

Figure 1 – Walerson, soon after completing his performance as Christ, already wearing his own clothing. 

Good Friday, Ouro Preto, 2015. (Author’s archive)
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In this sense, if we examine the relations established with a given body, including the relations of 

the actor with himself and with the agencies that influence his performance, we can obtain a clearer 

understanding of the specificity of the scenario under analysis. To explore the various forms through which 

(Christ’s) suffering is expressed by the Ouro Preto actors, I cite one further account of the experience of 

performing the role of Jesus. The actor concerned was a young man named Walerson, around 30 years of 

age, 1.83 meters in height, who works in a coffee shop in the city. He took on the protagonist’s role in the 

Via Sacra performed in the São Cristóvão neighborhood.

Walerson told me that his involvement with the Via Sacra began almost a decade ago, since when it has 

become one of the principal events of his year, dividing his attention with another major festive celebration 

in Ouro Preto: “I love Carnival. When the carnival period arrives, I’m busy at the samba school. […] Once 

Carnival is over, I know that rehearsals have already begun [to play the part of Christ]. So then things 

start to change.” One of the things that changes, beyond the layers of meaning which each of these ritual 

contexts brings to bear, is the way of adapting his body. As part of his everyday routine, as he alternates 

between work and leisure, he typically sets aside some time for physical exercise. This routine alters, 

though, as the moment for transforming into Christ approaches: “Some time ago, I started going to the 

gym. But after Carnival is over, I stop going until Holy Week. […] When this period arrives I stop for a while 

to avoid being too fit… at least so that my aesthetic appearance is harmonious.”

The idea of ‘harmony’ evoked in his comment allows us to pick out at least two aspects correlated to 

his participation in the Via Sacra. His bodily image needs to be in tune with the appearance presumed to 

correspond to Christ’s persona. Equally important, though, the performance spans a specific moment of 

the narrative relating to the character within the setting of the ritualized time of Holy Week. ‘Harmony’ 

thus refers as much to the physical image of Christ (who will be scourged and crucified in the sequence 

that makes up the ritual performance) as to the specific moment when this image is brought to life and 

springs into action through the performers. “Today, because it is Good Friday… It weighs more heavily 

on us, doesn’t it? Because today is the day […]. This really affects us all.”  Given that the epicenter of the 

Story of the Passion is the subjection of God’s Son made flesh to men, who whip him and condemn him to 

crucifixion, the scenes of violence become the focus of considerable (prior) attention among the performers 

and (subsequent) repercussion between them and their audience – who may include their close relatives. 

According to Walerson:

My mother watched the performance one year but after never wanted to watch again, because she becomes very 

nervous […] That year even my father wanted to leave. In the middle of the Via Sacra, he wanted to leave because 

of the whiplashes. 

We rehearse… On the Monday [at the start of Holy Week] I don’t feel it so much, because the whips are made of 

EVA.19 So the boys beat and whip you, but it doesn’t hurt much. But today [Good Friday], I don’t know if it was 

the constant whipping or because I was nervous, but it hurt much more. They struck with a lot force. It’s no 

coincidence that when I finished the Via Sacra performance… I can still feel it, my back is still hurting. And the 

cross today felt really heavy, because on the way down it slips, and we end up walking a bit further. It became 

heavier too. We walk a little further… but everything depends on the circumstances. That’s the thing. Today 

everything was more painful. The crown [of thorns] was so tight that it even started giving me a headache. […] I 

don’t know… but it’s because, really, today I felt the pain. I felt some things that are part of this path.

19   EVA (ethylene vinyl acetate) is a synthetic, malleable material produced in diverse colors that can be used as a substitute for the cords and strips of 
leather typically used as whips. 
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The material objects that enter in contact with his body – needed to produce the wounds that 

characterize the depiction of Christ’s flagellation – play a fundamental role in the specific makeup of this 

body of Jesus. Although the whiplashes, the cross and the crown of thorns are all artifacts produced for 

the purpose of dramatization, ‘their’ actions (Gell 1998) result in effects that are not fictional but felt for 

real by the actor. As Walerson remarks, the aches and pains experienced in his body are taken to be “part 

of the path,” which may refer to: i) the path of the enacted Via Sacra with its sequence of different scenes; 

ii) the path involving the production of the flagellated body that defines the figure lived in flesh and blood; 

and iii) his own personal trajectory, deeply affected by the experience of this religious performance – 

something that, as he told me in interview, he regards as a form of ‘penitence’ practiced in that specific 

moment. In sum, pain does not remain a merely subjective experience, but reveals itself to be an operative 

factor in the establishment of social relations, as well as comprising a form of sacrifice cultivated by this 

type of actor (Mauss & Hubert 2005; Asad 2003:81).

Having explored this point, we can return to the observations made earlier about the other actors 

playing the role of Christ, which enabled us to identify different agencies (and intentionalities) in their 

performances and which conceived their bodies as the primary locus of action. In studying this artistic and 

religious context we gain access to a kind of performative pragmatics, as well as particular understandings 

of the activity that show how the people in the spotlight – the men/copies that mimic and are thus able 

to expand, through the physical performance, the body of Christ – do not present themselves as self-

contained units. In this ritual setting, rather, they reveal a way of bringing together acting bodies and 

interactions that foreground the action of diverse agents, capable of affecting the performer internally 

(their subjectivity) or externally (their visual and material makeup), depending on each case.

Based on this reasoning, I argue that an anthropological analysis that proposes to explore performance 

of any kind needs to consider the agents in question, without falling into the trap of thinking of them 

as corresponding to the physical and anatomical structure idealized as an individual in modern western 

ideology (Mauss 2003; Dumont 2000; Duarte & Giumbelli 1995). By adopting this approach, I suggest, we 

can consider the different intentionalities that conform to and confront each other in the same body, or in 

various bodies, thus guiding their ways of acting in a particular setting. Indeed, by evoking the idea of a 

trap or a pitfall, we can think about the constitution of these bodies of Christ in a way similar to how Gell 

analyzes the trap as a specific type of artifact.

According to the author (Gell 2001: 184-185), to be effective a trap must be adapted to its prey and, in 

the process of being made, it therefore ends up containing the knowledge that the hunter possesses of 

the intended victim. Hence “the trap embodies a scenario, that is the dramatic nexus that binds these two 

protagonists together, and which aligns them in time and space” (ibid). Similarly, within the performative 

context of the outlying regions of Ouro Preto, a relationship is established in which the actors, for a variety 

of reasons, work to attract the attention – gaze and imagination – of those making up their audience. From 

an external viewpoint, the activity can be deemed a success when the local Christs are able to captivate the 

spectators, both emotionally and intellectually, as well as through their body language, provoking them to 

respond in some form to the story being re-enacted. As I described above, the actors are also able to identify 

an agent that remains external to them but that, simultaneously, acts from within – from the inside out. 

A performance may thus result from the use of an actor’s physicality in a mimetic activity, not only as a 

means to catch the attention of those outside and around him, but also, perhaps, in order to have his heart 

captured by the divine hunter. In this sense, the performers can be compared to ‘art objects’ – which, as 

Gell (1998:07) emphasizes, may include live human beings in the catalogue of things capable of assuming 

this status – insofar as they reflect intentionalities not contained within themselves. They are agents and 

patients of diverse and concomitant actions.
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A last-but-not-least scene

I began this article by discussing the marginal social position occupied, in the native imaginary of 

Ouro Preto and other sites of Minas Gerais, by living actors in comparison to religious images dating 

from the eighteenth century during Holy Week. The latter are objects of popular devotion protected by 

local museums. At the end of my analysis, I turned to idea of the ‘trap’ discussed by Gell (2001) as a way to 

analytically comprehend works of art, where different intentionalities can bind together. 

Could it be that in travelling from one margin to the other, in the (dis)continuum of these religious and 

theatrical performances, we come back to the same place? Or, in the end, are these two types of performers 

(human beings and art objects) in complete opposition? We can answer no to both questions.

In order to produce what they consider to be a good performance, the actors are stimulated to interact 

with their neighborhood areas and with the wider social dynamics in which religious images continue to 

be important. The young Daniel from the Auto production, for example, made use of devotional imagery 

– among various other sources of inspiration – to compose his own figure of Christ: “I searched for photos, 

primarily from the churches here in Ouro Preto: baroque images, some picture frames, some paintings.” 

Walerson, the last local Christ we met, also spoke of a similar procedure, searching for inspiration among 

the specific aesthetic forms possessed by the effigies of baroque saints: “The images from here are very 

realistic,” he observed. Hence, the actors can find inspiration in these images, borrowing their visual 

characteristics, like in a game of mirrors.

But the relations between images and actors do not play out in one direction only. Walerson himself, 

between laughs, confesses that in one of the Via Sacra performances, the instant following his crucifi(c)tion 

was marked by an unexpected happening. After taking him down from the cross, his colleagues placed 

him on an open bier and carried him inside the church where the Via Sacra normally finishes (and where 

minutes later he would finally be able to breath normally and drop out of his role). Just before this moment, 

though, while he was still keeping his eyes closed and his body inert as far as possible, like a corpse or the 

carved image of Dead Christ used in Holy Week, he noticed that the men carrying the bier had decided of 

their own accord, and without warning him, to imitate a procession with religious images. At the end of 

such processions, the image is deposited before the main altar where a long line of devotees forms to pray, 

touch and kiss the object embodying the saint’s persona. As an actor who could not leave his role – since 

the story being performed had yet to conclude – he remained there, in the place of the religious image, until 

someone from outside the group exclaimed: “This is not the image! This is not the image of Christ!” An 

actor had stolen his spot and there, on the margins of the celebrations that normally occur in the center of 

the city, had enacted another (living) Christ, an acting double.

In sum, this mimicking activity is, over the course of a performance, a mode of producing alterity 

that combines materialities, agencies and diverse embodiments within ritual time. During the religious 

festivities, the improvisation and creativity demonstrated by the actors are revealed as instruments that not 

only reproduce the same: they also generate new arrangements of the sacrality associated with the central 

figure of the performances, extending its effects and symmetrically contributing to disseminate their 

influence back onto the divine prototype.

Translated by Rodica Weitzman 

Revised by David Rodgers

Received: July 31, 2016; Approved: October 17, 2016
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Dossier “On rituals and performances”

Danger of words:
risk and (mis)comprehension in consultations 

with the spirits of the povo da rua1

Vânia Zikán Cardoso
Departamento de Antropologia, Universidade Federal de Santa Catarina, Florianópolis/SC, Brazil

Abstract

Mediators between different realms, the spiritual entities known as the people of the streets can be taken 

as the very materialization of the principle of indeterminacy, being considered to be at once dangerous and 

powerful.  Such indeterminacy acts upon processes of objectification and subjectification that unfold at 

the very heart of ritual.  I turn my attention to the sessions of consultation, taking that encounter between 

clients and entities as a moment of instability, where the vulnerability of language - the danger of words - is 

at the center of ritual efficacy. If all human encounters involve a risk of un-understanding, such risk is 

certainly intensified in the session of consultations with the people of the streets, where instability is an 

implicit quality of the type of knowledge one seeks in such encounters, which are centered on issues of 

love, disaffections, betrayals and lived violences, all domains inherently unstable.

Keywords: language; performance; ritual; Afro-Brazilian religions; povo da rua.

Risco e (des)compreensão nas consultas com o povo da rua

Resumo

Mediadores entre diferentes esferas, as entidades conhecidas como povo da rua podem ser tomadas como 

a própria materialização do princípio de indeterminação, sendo consideradas perigosas e poderosas.  Tal 

indeterminação age sobre os processos de objetificação e subjetivação que acontecem no ritual.  Me volto 

aqui para as sessões de consulta, tomando o encontro entre entidades e seus clientes como um momento de 

instabilidade, onde a vulnerabilidade da linguagem – o perigo das palavras – está no cerne da própria eficá-

cia ritual.  Se todo encontro envolve um risco de des-entendimento, tal risco é certamente intensificado nas 

sessões de consulta com o povo da rua, onde a instabilidade é uma qualidade implícita do tipo de conheci-

mento que ali se busca, o qual envolve questões de amores, desafetos, traições e da violência vivida, todos 

domínios inerentemente instáveis.

Palavras chave: linguagem; performance; ritual; religiões de matriz africana; povo da rua.

1   Earlier versions of this paper were presented at CONLAB (Lisbon, 2015), III Colóquio Antropologias e Performance (UFSC, 2015) and at the Seminar on Image, 
Art and Performance (NYU, 2016). I thank the organizers of those events and all the commentaries offered at the time. Part of the writing was undertaken 
during a senior post-doctoral fellowship at UCL, where I am in debt to Martin Holbraad for the welcome and commentaries on the version of this paper 
presented at the Social Anthropology Seminars (UCL, 2015). I am also in debt to CAPES for their support through a Bolsa de Estágio Sênior.
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Danger of words: 
risk and (mis)comprehension in consultations 

with the spirits of the povo da rua 

Vânia Zikán Cardoso

In a recent article, Sarah Green (2014: 2) posed the question as to what might count, in anthropological 

terms, as intervention in the contemporary world. She argued that her question was concerned with 

“thinking about anthropological engagement within the world of which anthropology is a part—not 

so much in terms of the activism of particular anthropologists, but more in terms of the political 

implications of different ways of thinking anthropologically”. She further argued that such a conception of 

“intervention” demanded imagining anthropology in a mutually constitutive entanglement with the world, 

unable to unravel knots or to keep things separate between them.

Whereas Green’s intention in that article is explicitly aimed at a reflection on specific developments 

within anthropology – and the knots they tie –, I take her notion of intervention to return to my own 

ethnographic research on sessions of consultation with the povo da rua (people of the streets), the spiritual 

entities also known as exu, in the city of Rio de Janeiro. This appropriation of Green’s question points to the 

political implication of imagining a certain kind of anthropological engagement with those rituals within 

the Brazilian political scenario in which I write.  I thus take intervention as a doubly charged movement, 

highlighting at once what a particular inflection on the performative approach to ritual has to offer to 

anthropology, and how such an approach ties particular sorts of knots to the world that unravels around 

those rituals.

For well over a decade, I have been attending sessions of consultation with Cacurucaia, a female spiritual 

entity, one among the many male and female spirits who are known as pova da rua in a small religious 

house, a centro, in a suburb of Rio de Janeiro, among practitioners of macumba2, an Afro-Brazilian religious 

practice.  In rituals of consultations and in rituals of public celebrations, spirits such as Cacurucaia respond 

to the call of song and drums, presenting themselves in the bodies of mediums to dance, drink and work 

amongst their followers. Whereas I turn to the consultations with the povo da rua, other spiritual entities 

are also sought after for their help, such as caboclos and pretos velhos (lit. old black people), who provide 

valuable aid in deciphering the cause of ailments and offer precious advice in alleviating their affects.  

2   I refer to the religious house as macumba, even if that usage might surprise those familiar with the field of studies on Afro-Brazilian religions, given that it 
is no longer used by anthropologists, even if it does surface in one’s text through the voice of our interlocutors. In the city of Rio de Janeiro, the contemporary 
popular use of macumba commonly connotes two intertwined meanings.  It is often used to mean superstition (on the part of another), implying distance and 
disbelief on the part of the speaker.  It is also frequently used to suggest fear (of other persons, and of their practices).  Macumba is used, paradoxically, just 
as commonly to refer to all religious practices deemed to belong under the very loose category of Afro-Brazilian religions, as it is to pejoratively distinguish 
the practices thought to be too “syncretic” and to be not much more than (often much feared) “witchcraft”.
Despite its allusion to a non-legitimate status, macumba is often used in people’s everyday speech about religious practices.  And not only in reference to the 
practices and beliefs of an ‘other’, as it was not uncommon in my ethnographic encounters for people to refer to themselves as macumbeiro(a) - a macumba 
practitioner. Unable to fit under the propriety of a name – such as candomblé, the Afro-Brazilian religion deemed to be closer to African practices, or umbanda 
– an Afro-Brazilian practice with strong influences of European Spiritism, whose incorporation of various cultural traditions has been hailed as the religious 
expression of the idealized racial miscegenation of the Brazilian nation – macumba eludes the fiction of bounded identities.  To call oneself a macumbeiro is 
then not a moment of categorization but a process of naming through a subtle discursive play on the divergent meanings that converge under that sign.
The term thus retained great social currency, taking part in a semantic play that refers to the myriad of rituals of consultation that take place around the 
city, in religious centers as well as in small rooms temporarily transformed into ritual spaces, without actually naming or providing these rituals with the 
appearance of a fixable identity. In fact, if an unknown person were to ask the mãe de santo for her religious identity, the “priestess” would undoubtedly answer 
by saying that she was either a espírita - Spiritist, or an umbandista - an umbanda practitioner. 
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The rituals of consultation are central to the ongoing relation between the spiritual entities and their 

followers, as through them people approach the spirits of the dead to request their intervention in this 

world and their help in solving the mundane and extraordinary problems of everyday life.  That is not to 

say that macumba is restricted to such practices.  As part of the complex set of practices generically named 

Afro-Brazilian religions, to come into macumba and become part of a religious house is to undergo a series 

of initiatory procedures that seek to develop, as practitioners call the process, one’s ability to embody the 

spirits of the dead and thus to allow those spirits to carry out their work, their meddling in the affairs of the 

living.  Even if those procedures are punctuated by certain timely rituals, they are taken to be a lifelong 

process where both spirit and person are transformed.  This involves at once an individuation of the spirit 

of the dead and a process of composition of a person and his or her spirits.

The rituals of consultations are, then, one among a diverse set of practices that constitute the various 

contemporary forms of Afro-Brazilian religions3. Such practices unfold in a space charged with socio-

political tensions, where, while Afro-Brazilian religions have gained a certain—albeit limited—degree of 

legitimacy and respect within Brazilian society, they are still the object of renewed discrimination for not 

being properly religious.  The coexistence of such double standards has once again come center stage, as 

umbanda, one of the various forms of Afro-Brazilian religions, was included, on November 8th, 2016, in the 

list of the intangible cultural heritage of the city of Rio de Janeiro, as a sign of “the need for public policies 

regarding the respect for the religions of African origin” in the city, as was reported on national media4. 

In the same week, however, the same news outlet recorded that the Supreme Court had agreed to hear a 

case regarding the legal status of animal offerings in Afro-Brazilian rituals5.  Framed as a questionable 

exemption of the federal law regarding the prohibition of maltreatment of animals, the case re-signifies the 

religious offerings within Afro-Brazilian religions as “cruelty”6, to be prohibited or tolerated.

This new episode, while certainly made more poignant in its effects given current conservative political 

tides, many of them heightened by the 2016 coup7, is but the modernized version of the by now old 

accusations that such offerings are actually part of malefic dealings with the devil and/or do not belong in 

the sphere of the truly religious. Extending beyond the offerings of animals in themselves, such framings 

have certainly been closely linked to one of the central figures in the ritual proceedings of the diverse forms 

3   The very way of referring to those practices, be it as Afro-Brazilian or as religions of “African matrix” (religiões de matriz africana), is in itself not a mere 
nominal variation, but an “intervention”, in the sense alluded to by Green, in that ethnographic writing is always intertwined with processes of construction 
and definition of its ethnographic “context”. Whereas I retain “Afro-Brazilian” as the English term, I tend to agree with Márcio Goldman’s argument that 
religiões de matriz africana (religions of African matrix) not only echoes the native usage, but also expresses the repeated reference to Africa as origin, not in 
an essentialized sense, but as referring to a bringing forth, in an existential sense. It also allows for a conceptualization of the transformation amongst the 
various religious forms beyond a spatial or temporal axis, pointing to a matrix of transformations (Goldman,  2011).

4   “Umbanda é declarada patrimônio imaterial no Rio”, G1, 08/11/16, http://g1.globo.com/rio-de-janeiro/noticia/2016/11/umbanda-e-declarada-
patrimonio-imaterial-do-rio.html Access on 12/11/16. In 2003, the city of Rio de Janeiro instituted the Registry of Intangible Cultural Heritage as 
part of a public policy aimed at the “preservation of the social collective memory” of the city (Municipal Decree 23.162, http://www.rio.rj.gov.br/
dlstatic/10112/4368015/4108310/00DECRETO23162InstituioRegistrodeBensCulturaisdeNaturezaImaterial.pdf  Access on 12/11/16). After UNESCO recognized 
the city of Rio de Janeiro as a World Heritage Site on July 1st, 2012, the registry came under the tutelage of the newly created Rio World Heritage Institute 
(http://www.rio.rj.gov.br/web/irph/principal Access on 12/11/16).  In 2016, the Municipal Decree 42.557 declared Umbanda to be the 40th item in the list of 
cultural places and practices recognized as part of the Intangible Cultural Heritage of the City, creating at the same time the registry of Umbanda Centers in 
the city (http://www.rio.rj.gov.br/dlstatic/10112/4368015/4176955/40DECRETO42557CadastrodosTerreirosdeUmbanda08112016.pdf  Access on 12/11/16). The list 
is very eclectic, congregating, among others, certain music styles, particular street markets, traditional bars, food items and religious practices deemed to 
be traditional markers of the city’s cultural-historical identity (http://www.rio.rj.gov.br/web/irph/patrimonio-imaterial Access on 12/11/26).

5   “Após vetar vaquejada, Supremo vai julgar sacrifício religioso de animais”, G1, 06/11/16, http://g1.globo.com/politica/noticia/2016/11/apos-vetar-vaquejada-
supremo-vai-julgar-sacrificio-religioso-de-animais.html Access on 12/11/16.

6   As a counterargument, practitioners deny that they are requesting an exemption to such law, given that the mistreatment of animals would be antithetical 
to such rituals. The legal defense of animal offerings within Afro-Brazilian religions, in turn, outrightly rejects the framing of the discussion under the sign 
of “cruelty”, arguing that the practice should be properly referred to as “religious slaughter”, the term used in European and American laws to refer to the 
legal slaughter of animals under Jewish, Muslim and other ritualized prescriptions.

7   Editor’s note: On August 31, 2016, the Brazilian Senate approved president Rousseff ’s impeachment. She was accused of fiscal accountability crimes 
regarding to budget-spending decrees unauthorized by the Brazilian Congress as required by law. Michel Temer, who was elected as vice-president in her 
ticket, took over the presidency after the impeachment process. Those who criticized this procedure refer to President Dilma’s impeachment as a coup d état. 
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taken by Afro-Brazilian religions, that of exu - be they recognized as one of the West African orixá deities; or 

as the spiritual entities known as povo da rua, people of the streets, spirits of dead men and women who, as 

their name already indexes, spent their lives in the streets.

My aim here is not to counter such political forces through any reaffirmation of the religious status 

of the ritual practices I encounter in my ethnography, but rather to reject the very framing such forces 

presuppose. Rather than counter the re-strengthening of the demonizing of such religious practices – a 

framing of its religious otherness that, in fact, has been present throughout Brazilian history – I turn 

precisely to the rituals of consultation with spiritual entities who are deemed to dwell in the crossroads, 

in the gates or passages between different realms, opening connections and diverting paths at their will. 

Spiritual entities also known as pomba giras, malandros and ciganas - prostitutes, hustlers and gypsies -  

the povo da rua transgressed the boundaries of moral propriety and evaded the confinement of social rules 

in their life time, while in death they transgress the boundaries of life and death, of past and present, of this 

world and the spiritual world, to rejoin the living and the dead in the contemporary life of the city.

As their presences are invoked in midst of rituals of consultation and in public ritual celebrations, the 

association of the povo da rua to socially marginal figures is performatively embodied by their provocative 

behavior and foul language, enacting a serious play that challenges social mores. Furthermore, the explicit 

claim of the povo da rua to perform good and bad deeds; their association with the unboundedness of 

trickster-like powers which demand continuous acts of negotiation; as well as the accoutrements that 

compose their ritual garb, which often suggest connections to devilish or dark forces, while not simply 

contained by any Christian notion of evil or the Devil, certainly play upon the dangerous powers attributed 

to those entities (Cardoso and Head, 2015).

There is a vast body of literature on Afro-Brazilian religious practices, marked by a diversity of 

theoretical and ethnographic approaches, and reflecting the broad and diverse field itself. Many of those 

studies have turned to the povo da rua, particularly to the connection of those spiritual entities to violence, 

and to the role of discourses about violence in the relation between Afro-Brazilian religions and its 

social context (see Contins, 1983; Contins and Goldman 1985; Trindade 1985). The play between sexuality, 

femininity and the power of the povo da rua, has also received attention by several authors, particularly 

in regards to the transgressive behavior of the female entities, the pomba giras (see Birman, 1983; Cardoso, 

2004; 2011; Capone, 2004; Contins, 1983; Hayes, 2011).

Certain authors, such as Brumana and Martinez (1991: 285) and Trindade (1985), have emphasized 

the sociological relations between Afro-Brazilian practices, particularly the one known generically as 

umbanda, and the “marginal” realms of Brazilian society. For Brumana and Martinez, such practices can be 

understood under the logic of a triple opposition between current social values, socially marginal mores 

and the relations that practitioners establish between those two other poles, thus subsuming the specificity 

of those practices to the logic of a structural opposition between order and disorder. Trindade, in turn, 

argues that to resort to the power of exus - the category of spiritual entities that include the povo da rua -, 

to what she calls “magic thought” or “magical solutions”, is a transference of social conflicts to the realm 

of the imaginary, preserving “an order based on instability” and which “makes possible [the existence of ] 

rules” (1985:89-90). In contrast to this structural opposition as the key to comprehension of what is at play 

in those rituals where transgressive figures come center stage, Carvalho (1990), in turn, suggests that we 

consider the role of violence and chaos themselves in the religious experience.

It is to this potential chaos in the sphere of ritual that Victor Turner, in one of his late essays, published 

posthumously in Anthropology of performance (1987), addresses himself. Reflecting on the presence of exu in 

a public ritual of umbanda in Rio de Janeiro, which he attended at the invitation of Brazilian anthropologist 

Yvonne Maggie, Turner describes exu as the lord of “the limen and of chaos; the full ambiguity of the 
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subjunctive mood of culture, representing the fundamental indeterminacy that lurks in the cracks and 

crevices of all our sociocultural ‘constructions of reality’ ” (1987: 60). He further argues that the ritual 

sessions in the Afro-Brazilian religious houses are “a transformative performance, […], operating through 

a multiplicity of expressive genres and symbols in the full range of sensory codes, with the goal of relating 

chaos and cosmos, byss and abyss, flow and reflexivity, to one another in the heightened and deepened 

consciousness of the participants” (ibid.:70).

For the enactment of this “transformative performance”, Turner then suggests that exu is “the one who 

must be kept at bay if the framed order of the ritual proceedings is to be maintained” (ibid: 60). Turner thus 

takes exu to be the very manifestation of the potential danger of the rupture of order, of an instability that 

needs to be dealt with by the very structuring power of ritual in order for it to unfold.

Whereas Turner accentuates the grammatical dimension of ritual in its role to reassure the order 

threatened by exu’s potential rupture - even if he does recognize that particular performances of any ritual 

are not only articulated by their formal grammar, but also “succeed in “blurring” and “melting” its ideal 

outlines” (ibid.:55) -, I am interested instead in the very performance of such transgressive manifestations. 

As I turn my attention to the rituals of consultations, I am particularly interested in the role of language 

in the encounter between clientes and the povo da rua. I am thus concerned with these “particular 

performances”, where the instability of the power of the povo da rua unfolds in the very instability of 

language, and that danger, rather than being contained, takes center stage at the heart of ritual efficacy.

***

The povo da rua are deemed to inhabit the crossroads and, akin to the place where they dwell, they 

are taken to open and close paths, interrupting as much as allowing the possibility of connections. A 

significant part of Afro-Brazilian religious rituals revolve around dealings with these entities, as they are 

well known for carrying out trabalhos – work or a deed - to make things happen or un-happen. In exchange 

for a counteroffering, be it of money, gifts, gratitude or other means of reciprocity that entangle spiritual 

entities, people and things in a web of relations of varying duration and configuration, the povo da rua 

perform their work in response to people’s request for their aid in solving life’s problems.

Acting as mediators - between humans and higher spiritual entities, such as the orixás divinities, 

between different realms, between the space of ritual and that of the mundane – the povo da rua are at the 

same time the very materialization of the principle of indeterminacy, being thus considered to be at once 

dangerous and powerful.  Such indeterminacy conjures the possibility of dislocation in all of its potential 

of signification as it acts upon processes of objectification and subjectification that unfold at the very 

heart of ritual. It is precisely to the weaving of such entanglements that I turn my attention, taking the 

encounter between clients and entities in the sessions of consultation as a moment of instability, where the 

vulnerability of expression is at the center of ritual efficacy.

An ethnographic engagement with those sessions of consultation that seeks to capture the unfolding 

of the ritual process might be quite effective in translating its effects into an orderly anthropological 

narrative.  Such engagement and its resulting narrative would certainly be instrumental in expressing the 

ritual’s significance, in conveying the conventions at play and in explaining its power of persuasion within 

the frame of the religious.  However, to intervene in such a way – and I here refer back to Green’s notion of 

intervention – is to restrain our anthropological making from being transformed or affected by our object, 

and at the same time to force our object to be shaped into, or rather to be illuminated by, the clarity of our 

frames of understanding.
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Another form of intervention might be called, following something Kathleen Stewart (1991) wrote 

quite sometime ago, a “contaminated” ethnographic writing.  I have elsewhere written about such 

entanglement of our own storytelling, of our anthropological accounts with its object, as a mimetic act 

of sorts, inextricably charged by the unfolding events that it seeks to trace (Cardoso, 2004, 2007).  To be 

anthropologically charged by the sessions of consultation, is thus to take the instability and indeterminacy 

materialized by the povo da rua from the center of ritual to the heart of my own ethnographic writing and 

anthropological engagement with ritual.

***

Let me turn then to one ethnographic image of a session of consultations. Far from thinking of this 

image as an illustration, I rather think of it as, in a certain sense, akin to the offerings made to the povo da 
rua, an act that seeks to open certain paths.  Here, as there, there is no guarantee of a path without travails, 

and I too hope to open the possibility of a movement through words, spiritual entities and persons.

Cacurucaia, whose sessions of consultation I have been attending for quite some time, is a female 

spiritual entity of a quality known as pomba gira, who, with other entities recognized as malandros – 

rascals or tricksters; ciganas – gypsies; and prostitutes such as other pomba giras, comprise the povo da 
rua.  Along those years, the configuration of the filhos de santo - the children of the spirits or the initiates 

-, of the house, the centro, in the suburban neighborhood in Rio de Janeiro where Cacurucaia works, has 

changed several times. Also, the mãe de santo’s – mother of saint or the religious leader of the centro - own 

tempestuous relations with the various demands implicated in working with spirits, has on occasion led 

to the closing of the religious centro and the apparent return of the house to a quotidian existence as a 

suburban household.

As long as I have known Cacurucaia she has offered consultations in a small room with blackened walls, 

window and door decorated with iron bars in the shape of the devil’s fork. She receives her clients seated on 

a thick red carpet, by a low table where her accoutrements are laid out: cowry shells, beaded necklaces, glass 

of clear water, lit candle, cigarillos and a thimble of her favorite cachaça to drink.  Next to her, in a corner, is 

her assentamento - the material elements to which her existence is tightly connected.  To her clients, a small 

wooden stool is offered.

Besides the pomba gira and her client, a cambona is almost always present.  Cambona, a sort of 

assistant, is a person of the spirit’s choosing, someone with whom she has a long-standing relation and who 

she trusts, as the pomba gira herself says.  For quite some time now, her cambono has been a man named 

Cláudio, to whom Cacurucaia refers as “my man” or “my husband”. 

Even though I had visited her consultation room many times, in and out of the sessions of 

consultations, on other ritual occasions and on public celebrations, a while ago Cacurucaia invited me to 

act as her cambona for the first time. I had gone that evening to hang out, talking to her and the other filhos 
de santo at the end of the session, a moment when she commonly invites me to share a drink, or more like 

a bottle, of her cachaça (cane spirit).  This new invitation came as a surprise, but Cláudio did not seem 

bothered by this momentary intrusion on his duties.  With a smile on his face, he guided the next client 

into the room and left us.

This was a new client.  Carrying a cell phone and a carton of cigarettes in her hands, the woman took the 

seat I offered her.  As I filled Cacurucaia’s cup and lit her cigarillo, the pomba gira smiled to her new client, 

seeming silently to assess the woman, who in turn barely noticed me, mine being an expected presence. 

Before the woman could say anything, Cacurucaia asked: “You came here last Wednesday, did you not, 

woman?” The client confirmed and said that she had been told by Cláudio to return the following week,  
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at an earlier time, as Cacurucaia already had too many clients that other day. Cacurucaia demanded to know 

if the woman’s “things” had already shown a slight improvement.  To the surprised look on the woman’s 

face, Cacurucaia defiantly responded: “You did not walk in this room. But you were outside. And I have 

been over there already.” It was now the woman’s turn to ask whether the pomba gira had not seen then how 

difficult “things” were for her.  “Can I smoke?”, the client asked. Knowing I do not smoke, Cacurucaia offers 

me her glass of cachaça. I light up her cigarillo, I take a drink and the room fills up with their smoke.

Their conversation continued for a while, without either the “difficult things” or the “over there” ever 

being named, without stories really being told. Such tellings or namings seem to be unnecessary, as the 

pomba gira had already been “over there” and whatever she saw no longer needed to be articulated in words. 

Suddenly Cacurucaia asks the woman, “Aren’t you strong?”.  The client shrugs off the question, her cell 

phone rings. Cacurucaia tells her to answer it.  A rapid conversation takes place on the phone. Obviously 

annoyed, the client tells someone to pick up some child at school, as she herself is busy now.  Cacurucaia 

meanwhile mocks her, telling me that people like that woman are always bothering her.  The call ends 

and the woman whines to the pomba gira, “It is like this all the time. Everyone is at my house.” Cacurucaia 

mocks her again, reminding her that she is the one who gave birth to her children. “Now you have to take 

it all, take it all in, take it all in,” Cacurucaia tells her, play-thrusting her pelvis and laughing at her own 

sexually charged play of words and body movements to mock the woman’s predicament.

Through the veiled allusions and unfinished sentences, I manage to gather that there is a man involved 

in this drama, someone the woman desires to bring into her house, but who might disrupt the delicate 

balance of her everyday life upon which many people depend.  But nothing is really said that confirms this 

frail narrative plot I gather through their conversation.

All of a sudden, the woman stands up, her face contorted into a mask of frustration.  She pleads with 

the pomba gira, “Please, be straight with me!  I need your help!”.  Cacurucaia’s reply comes in a tone of 

indignation, “I am helping.  You are the one doing everything wrong”. The woman sits down, pleading 

again, “Don’t do this to me.  Didn’t I come here? Tell me…”. The client turns to me, “Talk to her”, she 

demands. “Why isn’t she speaking straight to me?” She lights another cigarette as the pomba gira turns to 

me, “Go ahead, explain it to her!”. It is my turn to laugh.  What can I explain?  I repeat what I believe the 

pomba gira was saying, trying to reproduce their own roundabout way of speaking, the indirections in their 

speech, the way they seem always to delay stating what it is that they are saying.

They fall back into conversation; the woman speaks of her daughters. Cacurucaia remarks on their 

beauty.  She says that they are pretty, just like their mother, but that they are young, their bodies fresh with 

youth.  The woman gives a nervous laugh, gives me a quick side-glance. The story gathers a dark density, 

but it still unravels through a convoluted path, twisting around something that is never clearly there. After 

a while, Cláudio knocks on the door to remind us that there are more clients waiting. Time is up.

Cacurucaia changes her tone, holds the woman’s hands with affection, and, staring into her eyes, tells 

her:   “Trust me! Look at me!  Don’t you trust me?”  The woman agrees and the pomba gira lets out one of 

the loud bellows that are emblematic of the presence of a pomba gira spirit in the body of a medium.  “It 

was about time!”, she tells the woman, holding her in a tight embrace.  She tells the client to come back the 

following Wednesday and to be confident that in the meantime she would start working on her requests.  

The woman respectfully takes her leave from the pomba gira and is gone into the evening.

As soon as the woman leaves, Cacurucaia turns to me, clearly vexed: “Look at this woman. She comes 

here to ask for the wrong thing! She can’t see what is under her nose. If I do what she wants, hell will break 

loose and people will blame me.  They will say, “How come the pomba gira didn’t see what was coming?”.  

She yells out to Cláudio, and with a tirade of swearwords makes clear her dissatisfaction with having to 

leave her own affairs to come here to work “chasing men for women like that”.  I serve her another drink; a 

smile returns to her lips and she is ready for the next client.
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***

The ongoing narration of the deeds of the povo da rua plays a central role in the very production of 

the sociality inhabited by the spiritual entities, their clients and filhos de santo (Cardoso, 2014, 2007). This 

ethnographic story in turn evokes other stories in which the characters and their context come into life. The 

woman who sought Cacurucaia that Wednesday certainly must have heard other accounts about Cacurucaia, 

being driven to the consultation room by the desire that the pomba gira’s counsel and interventions may 

achieve, once again, the efficacy narrated in such stories.

In his classic essay “The storyteller”, Walter Benjamin tells us that a “counsel is less an answer to a 

question than a proposal concerning the continuation of a story which is just unfolding” (1968: 86).  The 

sharing of stories about the povo da rua operates in a similar way, in the sense that it implicates entities 

and their followers in a continuous narrative production. Not simply conveying information about the 

povo da rua or about rituals, nor just communicating or reflecting experiences, such narrativization 

acquires an ontological status as it acts in the very production of narrating subjects and narrated objects. 

Such narration also plays a fundamental role in the constitution of a sensibility or a being-in-the-world 

permeated by the presence of spiritual entities well beyond the more or less circumscribed moments of 

their embodiment.

My considerations regarding the stories in which the spiritual entities are at once object and subject of 

narration, resonate with, and are clearly influenced by, what Bauman and Briggs have described as critical 

perspectives on language and social life through the guise of poetics and performance (1990; Bauman 1977; 

1986; Briggs 1988; Briggs and Bauman 1992).  Also, in so far as I am not referring to a ritualized corpus of 

stories nor to a repertoire of narratives skillfully composed and memorized for renewed performances, 

but to a sociality engendered by the circulation of partially told, partially heard stories which crisscross 

the ritual and the mundane, my writing is inspired by an anthropological engagement with the place 

of narration in the production of the world (cf. Bauman 2004; Langdon, 2013; Rosaldo 1986; Steedly 1993; 

Stewart 1996; Taussig 2006, among others).

To regard the role of stories about the people of the streets in such a manner certainly leads to a further 

blurring of the distinction between, on the one hand, what Stuart McLean calls “the magical–material 

processes credited with bringing forth both human beings and the material world they inhabit” and on the 

other, “the cultural expressions […] through which such processes find articulation” (2009: 223). To take 

the stories of the spiritual entities as partaking in the “self-making” of the world (ibid.) also resonates, to 

a point, with Tim Ingold’s argument that to tell a story is to weave a narrative thread in which there is no 

point where the story ends and life starts.  Such understanding of narration as a creative action, where 

creativity itself is taken as a process unfolding in a relational field and not as the product of an individual 

agency (Hallam and Ingold 2007: 2-3; Ingold 2007; McLean 2009: 215), allows me to suggest an articulation 

between stories about spiritual entities and their own individuation as powerful entities sought after for 

their ability to intervene unto the world.

However, whereas Ingold points to a continuity of the narrative thread through a metaphor in which 

the processes of world inhabitation are described by him as a weaving in which all threads belong to the 

same yarn, in the stories of the people of the streets the narrative threads rub against each other, cutting 

across and interrupting one another.  If, as I suggested through Benjamin’s citation, the consultations open 

the possibility of participation in a story that is unfolding, such participation implies tense articulations 

and interruptions.  If we are to retain Ingold’s metaphor, it might be possible to say that under the sign of 

the spirits of the povo da rua, the weave of the world is spun from another loom.

Let us then return our attention to the encounter of the pomba gira with her client to try figure out what 

kind of story unfolds there. On a quick review of some recent anthropological work on “spirit possession” 
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–  “possession” being a common mode of anthropological reference to the relation with spiritual entities, 

which is,  nonetheless, absent in my own ethnographic field, as possession here only appears as a mode of 

reference to a malefic presence which needs to be dealt with, while the welcome presence of the entities 

is addressed through diverse terms that mark a sense of arrival - Vincent Crapanzano suggests that 

“possession” has a “communicative role”, communications with spirits being “complex, polysemic, and 

affective as well as intellectual” (2006: 202).  A session of consultations could be taken as paradigmatic 

of the search for communications with spirits.  However, if such communication is always complex, as 

Crapanzano rightly remarks, the session of consultations with the povo da rua is also marked by the risk of 

what would be the very inverse of communication, the risk of a certain mis-comprehension.

I am not simply pointing out the possible need for a semantic translation of a particular lexicon that 

indexes the presence of a spirit, the translation of words or expressions recognized as “typical” of this 

or that entity.  Neither am I referring to the transcription of instructions from the povo da rua regarding 

the undertaking of specific rituals or offerings, something often done by the cambono, for example.  In 

both cases the need for mediation diminishes as the client acquires this new knowledge or becomes 

more familiar with the ways of the consulting entity. I am, therefore, not speaking of an acquisition of 

competence that would allow one to move beyond the possible entanglements of un-understanding, to 

borrow Crapanzano’s coinage from another essay (2014).

I am, instead, concerned with something that resists the type of translation that would offer an 

explanation or a clarification of something otherwise obscure, a translation that in a certain way tames 

or constrains the potential of mis-comprehension.  I am alluding to what is marked in the conversation 

between Cacurucaia and her client by the woman’s plea that the pomba gira speak “straight” with her.  I am 

pointing to the emergence of a suspicion that the pomba gira might not be speaking as the woman expected, 

to a certain realization of the very possibility of a mis-encounter in the conversation between client and 

entity.

In the other essay I mentioned above, Crapanzano discusses the possibility of un-understanding 

that haunts every human relation, suggesting that what he calls “the opacity of the other” leads to an 

uncertainty of actual comprehension, be it because we do not share communicative conventions - speech 

genres or appropriate interpersonal etiquette (2014: 256) -, be it because we are caught by something akin to 

an “epistemology of suspicion” (ibid: 268), in which something mysterious lies under the surface without 

us being able to fully discern it.  Crapanzano’s discussion of the condition of this mysterious echoes that of 

Michel Serres regarding the two contradictory conditions of dialogue: the presence of noise against which 

the meaning of a message takes shape; and the total exclusion of precisely that which dialogue cannot do 

without, noise (Serres 1982: 65-6). 

If, as Crapanzano suggests, all human encounters involve a risk of un-understanding (ibid: 255), 

such risk is certainly intensified in a session of consultations with the povo da rua where instability is an 

implicit quality of the type of knowledge one seeks in such encounters.  Love, disaffections, betrayals, lived 

violences, are all inherently unstable domains.  
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Sessions of consultation are certainly ritualized affairs, and as such I should take into consideration 

that the encounter between Cacurucaia and the woman is subjected to certain conventions. In that sense, 

I could point out that such conventions provide the appropriate conditions, what the philosopher 

of language John Austin called “felicity conditions” (1962), for Cacurucaia’s speech acts to exert their 

performative force, that is, for them to enact certain things, as well as to provoke certain attitudes and to 

motivate certain behaviors.8

Austin’s formulation about the performative – his differentiation between “constative utterances”, 

which can be evaluated according to its condition of truth or falsity, and “performative utterances”, which act 

upon the world through its very enunciation - certainly has had an important role in the anthropological 

analysis of ritual.  Stanley Tambiah, who took up Austin’s discussion on language to formulate his highly 

influential “performative approach to ritual” (2014), suggests that the generalized belief in the magical 

power of sacred words, aligned with the socially recognized roles of ritual participants, grant the very 

possibility of the manifestation of their performative power (Tambiah, 1968). Concurring with certain 

dimensions of Austin’s analysis, it would be the very stability of conventions that sustains the productive 

qualities of that speech.9

Such anthropological engagement with the performative aspect of ritual allows for an attention to 

language usage in those contexts as modes of action upon the world, breaking it away from the constraining 

role of communication. Other approaches, however, no matter how inspired by Austin, criticize precisely 

the performative’s turning away from the truth-values of ritual utterances, inasmuch as such a turn would 

relegate truth to that which is stated by words, not what is done by them. In his analysis of divinatory 

speech, Holbraad (2012: 58) argues that in the Cuban ifá divinatory system, the “claim to truth [is] at the 

core of their performative character”, that is, “divinatory utterances are able to do truth” (his emphasis).10

Analyses of the performative aspect of ritual commonly presuppose a stable context, while certain 

aspects of Austin’s formulation of the performative seem to indicate the existence of a sovereign subject 

whose utterances carry force. In the case of the consultations with the povo da rua, I would like to move us 

away from the security of such stability and draw attention to another side of the performative dimension 

of language in the encounter of Cacurucaia and her client: that which Veena Das calls the “fragility of 

expression” (2007; 2014).

In dialogue with another philosopher of language, Stanley Cavell (1986), and his preoccupation 

with the affective qualities of ordinary language, Veena Das points to the double nature of the speech 

act: its normativity –  the orderliness of speech, its formal character –, and the risk, improvisation and 

simultaneous vulnerability of every enunciation, the danger of words.  Das, following Cavell, suggests that 

we treat “passionate utterances” - utterances such as the paradigmatic “I love you”, or Cacurucaia’s plea 

8   In his famous lectures, How to do Things with Words, Austin (1962) initially distinguish between the constative and the performative utterances, placing 
the performative dimension within the illocutionary force of enunciation.  However, later on in the lectures Austin goes on to say that all utterances have 
locutionary (estate something); illocutionary (achieve something in saying) and perlocutionary force (achieve something by saying). Wolfe (2013: 250) 
summarizes Austin’s contribution to the philosophy of language by pointing out that his “conception of the nature of utterances is designed to overcome 
the ‘descriptive fallacy’ prevalent in Western philosophy: the assumption that all utterances […] are descriptions or representations of essentially ‘inward’ 
(and thus separate and prior) intentions or meaning-content – what Austin calls ‘constative utterances’. Against this assumption, Austin adduces what he 
calls ‘performative utterances’[…] which do not merely report an action […] but perform it.”  

9   It is not my intention here to revise the large body of literature around ritual and language.  As Michelle Rosaldo (1982), critically addressing Austin,  
pointed out, conceptions of language and language use vary widely across cultures, and, if conceptions of ritual are equally variable, it stands as evident 
that conceptions of the link between language and ritual also differ. It suffices to say here that anthropological approaches to the performative dimensions 
of those relations have focused on formal properties of ritual speech, on the total speech act as social action, and on the relation between ritual performance 
and the illocutionary force of speech.  Bauman and Briggs (1990) offer an important overview and programmatic statement regarding the performative 
approach to language analysis, reviewing several of the by now classic studies of ritual and language.  For a later analysis, focused specifically on religious 
language, one could turn to Keane (1997), while for an engagement with the role of ritual as communication, Robbins (2001) provides an important discussion.

10   As I will argue along this paper, in contrast to the context of ifá, in the consultations with the povo da rua it is not a concept of truth but a concern with 
efficacy that is at play.
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when she turns to her client and says “Trust me” – as a type of performative utterance.  The significance 

of such an analytic move is that those passionate utterances cannot rely on the power of convention as the 

source of their authority, their efficacy as a speech act, thus making a person vulnerable in their utterance.

 Performative and passionate utterances are thus no longer taken as two distinct types of utterances, 

but as “two possibilities of the speech act – the first opening up the possibility of participation in the order 

of law (as reflected in the orderliness of speech and its ritual or formal character) and the second as the 

improvisation stemming from disorders of desire in which the speech act renders the speaker vulnerable 

to risks” (Das 2014: 284). Rather than a balancing act of language’s orderliness and improvisation, what 

is highlighted here is the “double nature of speech acts themselves” (ibid.), the productive instability of 

language in its ordinary usage, in an everyday darkened by “shades in which doubts arise” (Das  2014: 279) 

and where “uncertainty […] is embedded in the concreteness of relations” (Das 2007: 4; 2014: 279). Whereas 

desire, passion and emotion foreground this aspect of language in “passionate utterances”, the “danger of 

words” that Das speaks about, where their ends are not predictable nor their effect guaranteed, is a latent 

quality of every enunciation.

It was my own encounter with the potentiality of mis-comprehension in the consultations with the 

people of the street that made me turn to Veena Das’s reflections on the vulnerability of language and 

Crapanzano’s ruminations on the creative and imaginative possibilities of the mysterious.  I would like then 

to take us through another ethnographic story to dwell further on this danger of words, here charged with 

renewed forces.

***

Let us then return to Rio de Janeiro, to another session of consultations, on another Wednesday. This 

one was marked by tension, the air heavy with apprehension.  The filhos de santo were clearly agitated as 

they told me that once again one of the nieces of the mãe de santo was coming to consult with Cacurucaia, 

this time bringing her very ill baby.  They feared that she would arrive, as usual, “charged with bad things”, 

therefore affecting everyone with her “bad energies”, with whatever “she was carrying”.  They would all be 

expected to trabalhar, that is, to incorporate the particular entities of the povo da rua they each worked with 

in order to aid Cacurucaia in the difficult job of cleansing the woman – and everyone else -  of such negative 

presence.  No one would go home early that evening.

The misgivings about the whole affair were palpable, as people remarked on the frequent and recurrent 

work done to help the young woman, Mônica.  Every single time she had returned to her daily life, not fully 

following her aunt’s or Cacurucaia’s advices.  She had taken her children with her to her new home in a local 

neighborhood famed for high levels of violence and heavy drug trafficking, where she now lived with the 

father of her baby son, a young man who was said to be a small-time manager in that drug traffic. That was 

a place deemed to be charged with bad energies, and to return to such a place was to be inevitably touched 

by the negative affects of such forces. Some of the filhos de santo had managed to move away from that 

neighborhood, but Mônica had followed her new love and chosen to move there - be it out of her own will, 

be it out of necessity.

That Wednesday afternoon she was finally bringing the father and her son to see Cacurucaia. I heard 

whispers that the pomba gira had conditioned the visit to the absence of any weapons in her house.  “But do 

they really go anywhere without guns?”, was the question posed in anxious jest that afternoon, a reminder 

that danger knows no boundaries.
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In the early evening, Mônica and her husband, a scrawny young man, finally arrived with their baby.  

All eyes turned to them as they walked across the yard and into Cacurucaia’s room, nobody missing the fact 

that the young men who accompanied them had stayed outside the gates to the house.  If the povo da rua are 

deemed to guard the passageways, the young men doubled their role as guardians at the entrance on that 

evening.11 

After what seemed to be a long time locked up in her room, Cacurucaia stormed out.  Cláudio looked 

deeply worried while Mônica cried quietly. Placing Mônica and her baby in the middle of the ritual space, 

Cacurucaia announced that she was going to take the baby. Swearing and demanding more drinks, the 

pomba gira warned that someone was going to die, she could no longer prevent it and the baby should 

be the one to be taken.  A general commotion took over the room, people pleading for the baby’s life.  

Cacurucaia exploded in anger, swearing at everyone, warning again that things were beyond her power.  The 

prefiguration of death unleashed a macabre spectacle.

Mônica remained silent.  With clear disdain, Cacurucaia proclaimed that taking the baby was his 

own mother’s choice.  By then Cláudio could no longer contain himself, and angrily pointed out that it 

was Cacurucaia who had made Mônica choose between her life and the baby’s.  Letting out a frightening 

laughter, Cacurucaia confirmed the predicament and spat out that Mônica had indeed chosen to remain 

alive.  “So I’m taking the kid!”, reaffirmed Cacurucaia matter-of-factly. Mônica remained silent in the center 

of the drama that unfolded around her.  Cláudio once again spoke on her behalf, saying that she had other 

children to care for. “If she dies, the children will be left motherless!” Cacurucaia turns her back to them, 

and demands that I give her more to drink.  She drinks, I light her another cigarillo. We all wait. Mônica’s 

husband is standing against the back wall, forgotten by all.  Cacurucaia turns again to Mônica, and amidst 

more insults demands that she confirms what she had said earlier. Silence is Monica’s response once again.  

Another woman comes into the conversation, pleading with Cacurucaia to save mother and son. Now it is 

Cacurucaia’s turn to be silent.  She merely smokes.  The bustle of the filhos de santo gets louder, people argue 

over the drama being enacted there.  Cacurucaia insists with Mônica, who finally responds with a slow shake 

of the head and asks the pomba gira in a whisper that she be the one to be taken. The pomba gira yells at her, 

ordering her to speak up. Mônica confirms her request that she should lose her life, instead of her child.  A 

nervous charge spreads across the room, and people rush to plead again with the pomba gira.  Cacurucaia 

silences everyone with her loud announcement: “So I won’t take anyone!  Now that you have made the right 

choice I will save you and your child, you wretched woman.”

***

Let this last encounter linger momentarily at the edge of comprehension, haunting my ethnographic 

narrative for now, as I first return to the reflections on the vulnerability of language as a means to consider 

the potentiality of mis-comprehension in the encounters with the povo da rua.

As I said before, instability is at the heart of the encounter with the povo da rua. The power of the spirits 

is not measured by a consideration of incontestable evidence, nor by the evaluation of enunciations whose 

truth value could be subjected to verification, being rather an expression of the efficacy of their meddling 

in the affairs of their clients and filhos de santo.  In the encounters behind the iron doors of Cacurucaia’s 

consultation room, the possibility of mis-comprehension or un-understanding, to recall Crapanzano’s 

formulation, is charged by the fear that the pomba gira might not be speaking straight, by the risk that 

11   At the entrances to religious centres one encounters the tronqueira de exu, often-small structures where the forces of those entities are firmadas or assentadas, 
seated or materialized in diverse objects, a presence fed by diverse offerings and illuminated by candles.  These are said to guard the gates of the centro and 
remain lit throughout the unfolding of ritual.  
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words might be used or apprehended in a manner that might lead to misguided actions. At the same time, 

the client strives to evade the call for a full revelation of herself in consultation, an unveiling of the self that 

might heighten even more the vulnerability of her position.  There is a constitutive tension in the session 

of consultation, as one seeks the pomba gira to receive counsel, at the same time that it is widely known that 

the povo da rua can and will trick us. The efficacy of a session of consultation then depends upon a skillful 

steering though a tempestuous relation, depends on a skillful enactment of such an unstable encounter.

The drama unfolding in the latter encounter manifests something that underlies the first session: 

the inherent tension that pervades the search for help from a pomba gira, a search always already marked 

by a certain risk.  It is true that all oracles speak in mysterious ways, therefore needing to be, to a certain 

extent, “deciphered”. However, such “deciphering” here does not move towards comprehension as if 

progressing from a surface of meanings to deeper signification.  I want to suggest that here knowledge 

and comprehension remain unstable, and that such instability is potentialized not only by the fact that the 

povo da rua, as one of their ritual songs tells us, “do good and do evil”, but also because in this purported 

movement between good and evil the end result might not be the one we had sought.

The haunting possibility of un-understanding or the background of instability that Crapanzano 

perceives in human interaction, becomes central to the power enacted by the pomba gira.  In fact, the pomba 

gira herself incarnates such instability, or, to put it in another way, her own state is unstable.  On the day of 

the session of consultations with Monica, the pomba gira dragged herself along the floor in the room, unable 

to stand up.  On other days, she dances to the sound of the drums and walks around the room.  She says it 

all depends on how many evil deeds she has carried out lately.  Her cambono prides himself on not letting 

any client ask for “evil doings”, but if Cacurucaia is deemed to be able to know what her client had meant to 

ask even before they actually met in person, such control is at best a desire to which the pomba gira has to 

acquiesce.

 Several books written by practitioners of Afro-Brazilian religions speak of the need to “indoctrinate” 

the spiritual entities12.  Such need is often understood as a call for teaching those entities to behave 

according to a markedly Christian moral vision that either clearly demarcates evil from good deeds, or 

simply seeks to prohibit evil doings.  I would suggest that an important dimension of such indoctrination 

is in fact to transform the povo da rua into manageable beings, to affect – or at least attempt to affect - a 

domestication of such unstable behavior in order to make it more predictable, and hopefully controllable. 

Recalling Veena Das, here the order of normativity rubs against the passions that cut across it and foment 

the very desire to seek the intervention of the pomba gira.

While in the first session, the roundabout conversation seeks to circumvent the dangers of desire, in the 

second session such risks are materialized in the tension between life and death.  Violence turned ordinary 

by the continuously renewed threat of death which very concretely haunts the lives of the young drug dealer 

and his family, a death held at bay for the moment by the multiple embodiments of guardians at the gates - 

such is the specter that in turns haunts the other eminent death forewarned by the pomba gira.  If in the first 

session, the pomba gira remains opaque in face of her client, at the same time that she incites the woman 

to trust her, inviting a return and thus recasting the woman as a client, in the second session the pomba 

gira tricks her client, reveals her manipulation of the woman’s comprehension of her own role as mother, 

and affects an operation of change in the woman, however ephemeral or contingent such transformation 

might be.

12   Despite the possible resonances between “indoctrinate” (doutrinar) and “educate” (educar) spiritual entities, I would like to highlight the difference between 
what teaching implies here and that which Espírito Santo (2014: 51) discusses as educar a los muertos, to “educate the dead”, amongst Cuban spiritists. Even if 
in both ethnographic contexts we encounter the sense of transforming the dead into manageable beings, in Cuba, Espírito Santo tells us that the processes 
of educating the dead is implicated in the “continuous creation of a particular kind of ‘self ’ defined by this presence”.  That is, “humans are also shaped by 
other-worldly designs for their destiny”. In both cases, here and in Cuba, what is at play is a renewed transformation of the dead and the living, a process 
continuously manipulated but certainly not controlled by either of them.
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We could possibly suggest that in the second session the transformation comes close to a moralizing 

conclusion, after all Cacurucaia’s manipulation leads the woman to manifest herself according to what could 

be taken as the expected proper response of a mother – self-sacrifice. But, in fact, there is no resolution 

to this tale, not in the space of ritual, not in the realm of everyday life.  The young men wait outside to 

accompany mother and child into their ordinary uncertainty, or rather, to the certainty of insecurity, where 

other kinds of death still lie in waiting.  More than offer this or that possible understanding of what unfolds 

here, an analytical movement that would in itself domesticate the very potential of mis-comprehension, 

what I am trying to point out is the productive potential of the very “danger of words” that resonates in 

these multiple stories that cut across and interrupt each other.

In lieu of a conclusion then, we might shortly turn to another story, to one of the myths of Exu13, the 

West African deity with which the povo da rua are associated. That myth tells us that Exu is the voracious 

mouth that devours the world and disgorges it, creating it anew.  It seems to me that a similar creative 

instability echoes in the sessions of consultations, charging the danger of words that give shape to the 

stories and to the continuous production of persons, spirits and the world. If exu is known for opening 

our paths, such a danger of words cuts across the unfolding of people’s lives, even if only ephemerally, 

displacing movements and producing interruptions without the assurance or the safety of a known destiny.  

The personal and the cosmological, the self-making and the world-making, come together under the 

crossroads guarded by the people of the streets.  In this implication of the cultural and the cosmological in 

the personal realm of experience, social and personal dramas, mis-comprehension and trickery, spiritual 

entities and persons all become entangled in a process of poesies embedded in the concrete uncertainty of 

relations.

We could possibly take the drama unfolding in the sessions of consultation as a “passionate utterance” 

and, if to offer counsel is to utter an invitation to partake in a story that is unfolding, as Walter Benjamin 

suggested, with Stanley Cavell we might add that as a “passionate utterance” the encounter with the people 

of the streets is “an invitation to improvisation in the disorders of desire” (2005: 185). We could say that it is 

thus an invitation into the unfolding of a story that foments the self-making of the world.
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Résumé

Ce texte propose une réflexion sur la brincadeira en tant que genre performanciel à partir d’une perspective 

articulant option décoloniale, aisthesis et politique de l’esthétique, pour contribuer directement au champ 

relativement nouveau decolonial aesthetics. Une ethnographie du maracatu-de-baque-solto de Pernambuco 

agence la réflexion théorique et analytique, mettant en lumière ses singularités comprises comme logiques 

du dissensus, produisant une multiplicité indissociablement conceptuelle et vitaliste à son image. Il s’inté-

resse ensuite spécifiquement aux modalités performatives de la brincadeira comme genre à la lumière de la 

modalité de l’action brincar qui l’inscrit comme aisthesis résolument indisciplinée. Finalement, il tente de 

comprendre comment, dans cette tension, la brincadeira, une production culturelle native, peut participer 

concrètement au projet decolonial aesthetics.

Mots clés: brincadeira, aisthesis, performance, esthétique décoloniale, maracatu-de-baque-solto.

Brincadeira, mestizo genre:
performance, dissensus and decolonial aesthetics

Abstract

This paper proposes a reflection about the “brincadeira” as a genre of performance from a perspective which 

articulates aisthesis, the decolonial option and the politics of aesthetics, trying to contribute to the relatively 

new perspective of the decolonial aesthetics. An ethnography of maracatu-de-baque-solto (Pernambuco, 

Brazil) initiates the analytical  reflection enlightening its singularities, understood as logics of dissensus, 

thus producing a merged conceptual and vitalist order of the multiplicity. Subsequently, my interest will 

focus specifically on the performative modalities of the brincadeira as genre in the light of a modality of 

action, “brincar”, which inscribes it as an indisciplined aisthesis. Finally, I will try to understand how, in this 

tension, the brincadeira as a native cultural production and from the perspective of performance can concre-

tely contribute to the decolonial aesthetics project.

Key-words: brincadeira, aisthesis, performance, decolonial aesthetics, maracatu-de-baque-solto.
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A brincadeira, gênero mestiço:
performance, dissensus e estética decolonial

Resumo

Este texto propõe uma reflexão sobre a “brincadeira” como gênero de performance a partir de uma perspectiva 

que articula aisthesis, opção decolonial e política da estética, tentando contribuir diretamente ao novo campo 

das decolonial aesthetics. Uma etnografia do maracatu-de-baque-solto de Pernambuco, Brasil, agencia a reflexão 

teórica e analítica, iluminando suas singularidades entendidas como lógicas do dissenso que produzem uma 

ordem da multiplicidade indissociavelmente conceitual e vitalista. Em seguida, abordo especificamente as 

modalidades performativas da brincadeira como gênero à luz da modalidade da ação “brincar”, que se inscreve 

como aisthesis resolutamente indisciplinada. Finalmente, busco entender como a brincadeira, como produção 

cultural nativa, pode participar concretamente do projeto das decolonial aesthetics.

Palavras-Chave: brincadeira, aisthesis, performance, estética decolonial, maracatu-de-baque-solto.

62



Laure Garrabé Vibrant v.14 n.1

La brincadeira, genre métis:
performance, dissensus et esthétique décoloniale

Laure Garrabé

Impression de chaos

La foule se sépare en deux vagues au claquement de fouet de la Burra Kalu qui déboule. L’homme, inséré 

dans son armature en forme de mule, ouvre la voie au couple infernal des tricksters Mateus et Catirina, le 

visage teint au charbon. Lui, ridicule dans son costume miniaturisé reprenant avec foi celui des véritables 

héros de la fête, les caboclo-de-lança, les ridiculise à leur tour par effet de miroir. « Elle » (entre guillemet 

parce que le performer est toujours de sexe masculin), vulgaire, harangue les hommes en roulant des yeux 

lascifs dans son blackface et lance ses cris hilarants pour un peu de générosité monétaire. Caçador suit, 

en quête d’un gibier qu’il ne tuera jamais, encore moins dans ce capharnaüm mouvementé de sons, de 

couleurs et de gestes, peu propice à la prédation. La rue pavée de Nazaré da Mata est irrégulièrement fendue 

pour accueillir la procession. Au front, hissant son attribut sur lequel sont inscrits le nom de sa « nation » 

(Nação) et l’année de sa fondation, le Porte-étendard, perruqué, donne le ton dans son costume d’inspiration 

Louis XV. Derrière, le totem stylisé domine, érigé haut sur un lourd manche en bois. À l’avant, une ligne 

formée par cinq Caboclos-de-lança menés par le Maître Caboclo, aux extrémités de laquelle une « aile » (ou 

cordão) de plusieurs dizaines de ces héroïques « guerriers » protège le reste du groupe à l’aide d’une longue 

lance ornementée de rubans et du son apotropaïque des cloches dissimulées sous leur costume. Juste 

derrière avancent deux ou trois Caboclos-de-Pena, altiers, avec leur immense coiffe couronnée de centaines 

de plumes de paon, accompagnés de quelques Baianas, hommes ou femmes, dans leur robe à cerceaux dont 

deux mènent une aile de plusieurs dizaines d’autres. Derrière elles, le Roi et la Reine avancent sous un dais 

royal porté par un Valet suivi de deux Porte-lampions. Au fond, l’orchestre ferme la marche. Le Maître à 

l’appel improvise ses toadas – poèmes rimés chantés – auquel répond le Contremaître, lorsque l’ensemble 

musical, le terno, composé de percussions et de deux cuivres, interrompt le rythme qui donne son nom à 

cette forme carnavalesque : le « baque-solto ».

Encore une fois, le maracatu-de-baque-solto, forme d’expression de la culture populaire rurale de l’état 

de Pernambuco, déploie ses savoirs musicaux, chorégraphiques et dramaturgiques pendant la période 

carnavalesque. Tradition postcoloniale et post-esclavagiste inventée au tournant du XXe siècle dans la Zona 

da Mata Norte de Pernambuco par des communautés de travailleurs des champs de canne séculaires, il 

aurait intégré le grand carnaval de Recife dans les années 1930, par le biais de migrations rurales massives 

fuyant une importante crise de l’industrie sucrière. Dans ses trajectoires carnavalesques de la campagne à 

la ville, il a gagné en popularité et en spectacularité. Mais la performance ne semble jamais livrer tout à fait 

ses codes pour autant.

Sur place, une impression de chaos musical et référentiel envahit le spectateur et l’observateur plus ou 

moins avisés parce qu’ils perçoivent, dans ces saturations sonores, chromatiques, et gestuelles, du connu 

sans pour autant parvenir à distinguer ce que la performance rappelle ou invente, reprend ou transforme. 

En effet, « écouter voir » un maracatu-de-baque-solto, c’est déjà faire l’expérience d’une fausse familiarité : on 

y reconnaît des signes sonores, visuels et gestuels de traditions afro-brésilienne, indigène et européenne, 

mais il est bien mal aisé d’y observer une quelconque pureté théorique, d’en déterminer les frontières, ou 

encore d’affirmer la domination des unes sur les autres. Comme si cet apparent chaos dé-hiérarchisait.
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Le point de vue des maracatuzeiros lui-même déroute les compulsions à racialiser ou ethniciser les 

formes musicales américaines (telles que Tagg les signalait déjà en 1987) parce qu’ils hétérarchisent les 

appartenances culturelles de leur performance plus qu’ils ne les verticalisent : « O maracatu vem do negro, 

vem do branco… e tem o índio no meio ! » (« Le maracatu, ça vient du noir, ça vient du blanc et y’a l’indien au 

milieu ! »). Filant cet horizon, c’est finalement une localité, qui génère le moins de doutes – et si doute il y 

a, il est très déculpabilisé – sur ses origines : « Na verdade, vem do canavial. É daqui, do canavial, vem daqui. » 

(« En fait, y vient des plantations de canne. Il est d’ici, des plantations, vient d’ici », Luiz Caboclo, Chã de 

Camará-Aliança/PE, 04.10.20061). Le « lieu de culture » (Bhabha, 2007 [1994]) dont on parle est bien celui 

du complexe de la plantation mintzéenne initié dans la région dès le XVIe siècle et qui s’appuie sur une 

senzala qui n’a pas été que noire (parce qu’on y comptait aussi des « pauvres »), mais surtout, cabocla. Pas 

vraiment d’ethnicité, pas vraiment de racialité, mais un environnement localisé dans un horizon historique 

où le chaos semble organiser cette forme expressive et, puisque « ce sont l’expérience de la plantation 

et l’héritage de l’esclavage qui alimentèrent la pensée frontalière » (Mignolo, 2012 [2009], p.4), on peut 

légitimement espérer des formes esthétiques inventées dans le même contexte une certaine « aisthesis de la 

frontière ».

Comment donner du sens à cet apparent chaos en partant du principe qu’il travaille à ses frontières sans 

risquer de tout déconstruire ? Et comment le maracatu-de-baque-solto en particulier pourrait-il participer à 

ce projet d’esthétique décoloniale ? 

D’abord, il faut réhabiliter la diversité en tant que multiplicité organisant la connaissance, et non pas 

en tant qu’elle y injecte une éclectique confusion. Ensuite, il faut réhabiliter l’esthétique dans son sens 

étymologique d’aisthesis2 qui distingue sans les séparer perception sensible et perception intelligible. 

Pour Jacques Rancière (2004), le malaise dans l’esthétique vient du fait que la pensée classificatoire 

dénonce l’esthétique comme « confusion ». Or, cette confusion « est en fait le nœud même par lequel 

pensées, pratiques et affects se trouvent institués et pourvus de leur territoire propre », et c’est elle qui 

« permet d’identifier les objets, les modes d’expériences et les formes de pensée de l’art que nous prétendons 

isoler pour la dénoncer. » (2004 : 12). Si on défait ce nœud, on manque la singularité. L’esthétique est ainsi 

une « pensée du sensorium paradoxal » (2004 : 22) qui « dit ce nœud singulier si malaisé à penser » (2004 : 

25). C’est ainsi qu’on peut comprendre l’esthétique comme « alliance entre radicalité politique et radicalité 

artistique » (2004 : 34), parce que « la puissance de l’art est liée à sa distance par rapport à l’expérience 

ordinaire » (2004 : 35). Cette distance ou écart qui confond est en réalité ce qu’il appelle un « partage du 

sensible » (2000) que la politique consiste à reconfigurer. Il s’agit d’un dissensus que la politique cherche à 

reconstruire en consensus, mais systématiquement voué à l’échec, puisqu’un consensus est nécessairement 

une communauté du sentir. C’est cette logique du dissensus, provoquée par un « régime esthétique de 

l’art » qui institue le rapport entre les formes d’identification de l’art et les formes de la communauté 

politique sur un mode qui récuse toute opposition entre l’art autonome et l’art hétéronome ; l’art pour l’art 

et l’art au service de la politique ; l’art du musée et l’art de la rue (2004 : 48). Autrement dit, la nature de l’art, 

son origine, sa provenance, n’ont aucune importance ici. L’auteur y voit précisément un « combat de l’art 

contre la culture », une « défense du monde contre la société » (2004 : 61) ou encore entre ce qu’il appelle 

« ces deux humanités », la matière sensible (nature) et la forme intelligente (culture) (2004: 46). Ce qui est 

1   L’origine géoculturelle du maracatu-de-baque-solto territorialisée dans le canavial (les plantations de canne à sucre) m’a été énoncée par de nombreux 
maracatuzeiros et pratiquants (brincantes) d’autres formes d’expression dites populaires rurales de Pernambuco. C’est une affirmation qui revient souvent dans 
les entretiens menés de 2005 à aujourd’hui après leurs réflexions afin de savoir d’où il venait, et qui me mènent à le traiter dans cette horizontalisation raciale 
et ethnique, effaçant l’importance de la race et de l’ethnie au profit de son « lieu de culture ». Si j’ai tendance à le considérer comme une forme d’expression 
« afro-indigène » (afro-indígena), c’est par rapport aux systèmes symboliques sur lesquels il se fonde qui sont davantage référencés. Mais là encore, ceux-ci 
sont largement innervés des spécificités des cultures de Plantation.

2   Thésaurus de la Langue Française (2016) : terme formé sur le gr. αι ̓σθητικο ́ς, « qui a la faculté de sentir ; sensible, perceptible » (cf. αι ̓σθα ́νομαι « percevoir 
par les sens, par l’intelligence »).
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particulièrement intéressant dans la pensée de Rancière, c’est qu’il n’y a pas d’art sans forme spécifique de 

visibilité et discursivité qui l’identifie comme tel, ni d’art sans partage du sensible qui le lie à une certaine 

forme de politique. L’esthétique est un tel partage : c’est précisément cette tension qui menace ce régime 

esthétique de l’art, mais c’est aussi elle qui le fait fonctionner. Il ne s’agit « pas de la rupture post-moderne, 

mais d’une contradiction originaire et sans cesse à l’œuvre. » (2004 : 53)

Je vois dans ce processus dissensuel la recommandation décoloniale qui ne cherche pas seulement 

la critique de l’eurocentrisme mais la possibilité d’une sortie de « la critique eurocentrique de 

l’eurocentrisme ». (Mignolo, 2000 : 314-315) Il ne s’agit plus d’abandonner les concepts eurocentrés – 

l’épistémè est la limite de tous et de chacun –, mais les féconder des problèmes venant et vivant d’autres 

réalités. Si j’associe le maracatu-de-baque-solto à une aisthesis de la frontière, c’est avant tout pour ce conflit 

structurel qui semble l’animer sur tous les plans de sa vie formelle et sociale. Et si je devais qualifier sa 

vie sociale, j’élaborerais la « brincadeira » comme son genre performanciel : mais cette élaboration semble 

davantage établir son autorité générique et généalogique. Quelle possibilité d’écart reste-t-il une fois le 

modèle construit ? Éventuellement, sa vie formelle, que je pourrais résumer par sa modalité de l’action 

spécifique, brincar, pourrait lui rendre son autonomie esthétique (« de l’art »), c’est-à-dire son hétéronomie 

comme principe de désidentification généralisée (Rancière, 2004: 92). C’est ce que je propose d’observer.

Cette brincadeira – nom donné à ces formes traditionnelles de la cultura popular3 dans la région – 

présente une sorte d’« exception culturelle », plus exactement deux composants qu’on ne retrouve dans 

aucune autre au Brésil : le « baque-solto », rythmie rapide et syncopée convoquant l’improvisation poétique 

chantée et la technique de l’appel/réponse dans un ensemble instrumental reflétant les trois grandes 

matrices culturelles brésiliennes ; et le « Caboclo-de-lança », allégorie improbable d’un guerrier, indien-

européen-africain – guerrier plutôt « sans ethnicité » que « multiethnique » – défenseur d’une nation 

(Nação) qui ne peut être qu’« imaginaire » au sens glissantien du terme, soit « relationnelle et ambiguë » 

(Glissant 1996 : 89) Selon les maracatuzeiros, le Caboclo-de-lança en serait la figure originaire. Icône métisse, 

il en est même la métonymie. On peut dès lors appuyer sa singularité sur ces deux éléments d’autant plus 

qu’ils sont largement instrumentalisés – parfois jusqu’à l’iconhorée (Candau, 1998: 104-110) – pour vanter 

dans ses discours institutionnels l’originalité, la diversité et la « multiculturalité »4 de la production 

culturelle locale du carnaval de Recife. Pourtant, Caboclo-de-lança et baque-solto furent aussi les principales 

cibles des discriminations et stigmatisations sociales et esthétiques de l’institution carnavalesque au 

moins durant la première moitié du XXe siècle, précisément pour ces mêmes raisons,5 leur multiplicité 

référentielle et matérielle et leur ex-centricité/ex-centralité culturelle. C’est pourquoi je les retiens comme 

« encodeurs » de la forme expressive, dans la mesure où leur apparence et leur immanence condensent ce 

contraste, cette inversion de stigmates historiques ouvrant la voie vers une relecture de la frontière. Cette 

multiplicité primordiale et irréductible peut être interprétée comme signature performative dans la mesure 

où la singularité produit du clivage et de la différence, mais moins pour s’isoler et s’interdire le jeu de la 

communication, que pour avoir une « fonction d’inquiétude » résolument réflexive:

3   Un article ne suffirait évidemment pas pour définir ce qu’est la cultura popular au Brésil. Dans son classique Qu’est-ce que la culture populaire ?, Antônio 
Arantes (2006) explique qu’au Brésil « Un grand nombre de chercheurs pense la “culture populaire” comme le folklore, c’est-à-dire, comme un ensemble 
d’objets, de pratiques et de conceptions (surtout religieuses et esthétiques) considérées comme traditionnelles» (2006: 16)  ; Il résume ainsi ces mises en 
perspectives tendant à substantialiser l’objet: « le concept [de culture populaire] souffre de deux points de vue extrêmes : il ne contient aucune forme de 
connaissance (saber) et il joue un rôle de résistance contre la domination de classe» (2006: 7) Il propose dans ces conditions de l’envisager à partir de son 
« organisation » (2006: 77), c’est-à-dire ses modes de production (2006: 57), et par là, d’appropriation.

4   L’institutionnalisation du carnaval de Recife de 2007 à 2012 a mené et soutenu une politique publique culturelle « multiculturelle » énoncée dans son nom 
même : Carnaval Multicultural.

5   J’ai approfondi cette question dans (Garrabé, 2011) où je tente de montrer comment les constructions historiographiques opérées par les sciences sociales 
et l’institution carnavalesque ont contribué à instituer en contre-modèles deux formes d’expression musicales et chorégraphiques majeures de l’état de 
Pernambuco : le maracatu-nação (ou de-baque-virado), modèle dit noir ou afro, traditionnel, ancien, urbain et religieux, et le maracatu rural (ou de-baque-solto), 
modèle dit syncrétique, moderne, récent, rural et magico-religieux. 
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« La singularité […] introduit un clivage : elle se pose comme différence, elle se divise et nous divise en retour 

dans l’exercice de notre savoir. Sa “discrétion”, son “exception” mêmes ne peuvent apparaître, dès lors, que 

comme une fonction d’inquiétude : elles nous mettent face à la fausse familiarité – à l’inquiétante étrangeté 

[…] » (Didi-Huberman, 1996 : 163)

Bien entendu, la notion derridienne de signature6 ne peut se comprendre que dans un clivage à son tour, 

celui des conditions de sa propre possibilité : il n’y a de pureté rigoureuse ni dans la signature-événement ni 

dans la signature-forme ; pas de pure reproductibilité d’un pur événement (Derrida, 1988: 20). Je comprends 

ce clivage, cette singularité comme division exercée dans notre mode de connaissance et de relation 

sensibles au monde, en tant que différence et exercice de la différence. En d’autres termes, la singularité est 

un exercice de la frontière. Il est ici opérant à plus d’un titre.

Figures d’une « nouvelle conscience métisse » (Anzaldúa, 1987) pernambucana, ces deux « objets » 

culturels pourraient bien matérialiser ce lieu de culture traversé des épistémologies antagonistes et 

conflictuelles postcoloniales, dans la définition de Bhabha (2007). Et c’est pourquoi cette multiplicité 

singulière présente à mon avis tous les aspects d’une créolisation (Garrabé, 2012) dont le processus 

s’exprime par ruptures,7 travaille à et se travaille dans ses clivages, sur les plans indissociablement 

socioculturels (relationnels, symboliques) et formels (matériels, vitaux). Pour le dire autrement, le maracatu 

fabriquerait à travers ce processus ce que Frantz Fanon désignait par sociogenèse (1952) dans sa complétude 

sensible (corporelle et psychique). Il fabriquerait une pensée à l’image d’un knowledge making, qui ne peut 

s’instituer que sur une combinaison du vital et du conceptuel (Strathern, 2012), une pensée de la frontière 

(border thinking, Mignolo, 2000) et qui aurait tout l’air d’une ontologie décoloniale (Mignolo & Escobar, 2010). 

1. La créolisation comme signature performancielle ou le 
rejeu du conflit primordial (local et historique) 

En réalité, le maracatu-de-baque-solto présente au moins cinq modalités de cet ordre primordial de 

la multiplicité qui se matérialisent par des processus d’interaction allouables à cette créolisation assise 

sur le dissensus. Le personnage du Caboclo-de-lança (1) ; le patron rythmique du baque-solto (2) ; le genre 

performanciel appelé brincadeira (3) ; l’énoncé même de « maracatu-de-baque-solto » (4) manifestant sa double 

conscience ; et enfin, ses deux contextes de performance négociant ses circulations à l’interface de son 

histoire locale et de ses dessins globaux (Mignolo, 2000), respectivement les sambadas et le carnaval (5), 

nous permettent de réaliser encore une fois combien la notion de créolisation peut s’entrevoir comme une 

ontologie dans sa complémentarité conceptuelle et vitale. Il s’agit d’un opérateur franchement fertile des 

thèses continuistes entre nature et culture (Schaeffer, 2007) qu’une anthropologie de l’esthétique (aisthesis) 

lato sensu ne doit radicalement plus ignorer, pour parvenir à opérer un complémentarisme soutenant que 

notre contemporanéité doit se compromettre à la déconstruction des hiérarchies du sensible qui agissent 

(à) tous les niveaux de la vie sociale et culturelle. Examinons brièvement les enjeux de ces modalités.8

6   « In order for the tethering to the source to occur, what must be retained is the absolute singularity of a signature-event and a Signature-form: the pure reproducibility 
of a pure event. Is there such a thing? Does the absolute singularity of signature as event ever occur? Are there signatures? Yes, of course, every day. Effects of signature are 
the most common thing in the world. But the condition of possibility of those effects is simultaneously, once again, the condition of their impossibility, of the impossibility 
of their rigorous purity. » / « Pour que la connexion arrive jusqu’à la source, ce qu’on doit retenir c’est la singularité absolue de la signature-événement et de la 
signature-forme : la pure reproductibilité d’un pur événement. Y a-t-il une telle chose ? L’absolue singularité d’une signature en tant qu’événement a-t-elle 
lieu ? Y a-t-il des signatures ? Oui, bien sûr, chaque jour. Il n’y a rien de plus commun au monde que les effets de signature. Mais la condition de possibilité 
de ces effets est simultanément, encore une fois, la condition de leur impossibilité, de l’impossibilité de leur pureté rigoureuse. »

7   « Rupture », « interruption », « écart », « différence »… cristallisent la caractéristique conflictuelle de la rencontre entre plusieurs cultures chez plusieurs 
auteurs de la complexité culturelle transatlantique, et notamment ceux qui y reconnaissent une violence structurelle, premier pas vers une décolonialité (et 
une décolonisation) des sciences. Entre autres, Fanon, Laplantine, Glissant, Benítez-Rojo, Mignolo, Trouillot, Brathwaite, Gilroy… défendent des concepts 
de métissage, hybridité, diaspora ou créolisation précisément fécondés par le conflit (mais pas seulement). Cette notion de clivage ou d’interruption est 
présente dans les philosophies politiques de Jacques Rancière (« partage ») et Laclau (corte, « coupure ») qui nous intéressent ici.

8   J’approfondis cet examen in (Garrabé, 2012).
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1.1. Caboclo-de-lança, allégorie native créolisée9

L’allégorie vivante du Caboclo-de-lança représente une variante de la notion de caboclo, construction 

réelle-mythique qui aurait tout à fait sa place parmi les « héros sociaux » décrits par DaMatta 

(1997), puisqu’il est déjà l’une des figures du métis par excellence incarnant, depuis le manifeste de 

l’anthropophagie (Andrade, 1992), le mode singulier du cannibalisme culturel (et pas du tout social) 

brésilien. En tant qu’allégorie carnavalesque locale, il est une mémoire vivante de la complexité de la 

formation de la société pernambucana, mais il déplie plusieurs dimensions de ce concept-voyageur10 (Boyer-

Araujo, 1992) national: 1) ethnique : il est le produit de la rencontre entre les trois matrices culturelles 

brésiliennes, l’indienne, l’européenne, et l’africaine ; 2) sociale : il est l’imaginaire (Glissant, 1990) du 

travailleur rural de la canne ; 3) religieuse, puisque l’allégorie serait irradiée d’un esprit protecteur : pour 

les uns, dans sa polarité indienne « indéchiffrable tuxauá » (Oliveira, 1948), semi-chamane à l’indigénéité 

trouble, ou, pour les autres, dans sa polarité africaine, Malunguinho (Carvalho, 1996) représentation 

esthétisée de l’entité « caboclo » au sommet des panthéons métis (plutôt que syncrétique) de l’umbanda, 

du catimbó, ou de la jurema ; et enfin 4) narrative : ce héros insoumis en esclavage, qui lutte sans relâche 

pour son territoire, sa dignité et ceux de sa « nation », et qui peuple les légendes populaires et la littérature 

indianiste du XIXe siècle. Cette valeur allégorique vaut tant pour la production culturelle formulée, que 

pour la performativité des brincantes, en tant que « puissance politique » et « actualisation des sujets » 

(Butler, 2004). De fait, ils sont bel et bien le produit de la rencontre entre les trois matrices brésiliennes, 

travailleurs ruraux de la canne, qui pratiquent très souvent mais pas inconditionnellement des rites de 

protection pour la performance carnavalesque à partir des cultes de l’umbanda, catimbó et jurema, et enfin, 

de réels défenseurs de leur « nation » imaginée. Cette valeur multiple du caboclo s’appuie finalement 

moins sur un trouble dans l’ethnicité que sur des intersections de diverses dimensions de la vie sociale et 

symbolique locale des maracatuzeiros.

1.2. Baque-solto, qualité du rythme

Si « la qualitas est ce qui descend “sur les choses” (dans leur indistinction) et s’imprime comme une 

force de distinction, de spécification, de nomination » et « fonde la chose par son nom » (Barthes, 2002: 

86), il ne fait aucun doute que le rythme – le baque – du baque-solto se constitue en signature rythmique. Ses 

pratiques frontalières musicales les plus importantes agencent : la technique de l’appel-réponse comme 

« clé herméneutique de tout l’assortiment des pratiques artistiques noires » (Gilroy, 2003: 112) et plus 

encore clé de production de l’émancipation ; la marcha et les cuivres comme combinaison des traditions 

musicales carnavalesque et militaire européennes ; l’improvisation poétique chantée qu’on doit rattacher 

aux nombreuses traditions nordestines issues des pelejas ou cantorias ibéro-portugaises (Santos, 2006). 

On peut signaler encore qu’avec ses instruments provenant des trois matrices brésiliennes – l’européenne 

à travers la caisse claire (caixa), les cuivres (trombone et trompette le plus souvent) ; l’africaine à travers 

le bombo, le gonguê, et la porca ; et l’indienne à travers le mineiro (ou ganzá) –, le baque-solto fut interprété 

dans sa première étude musicologique (Guerra-Peixe, 1980) comme le « mélange [mistura] ou la fusion 

[fusão] d’éléments pris aux anciens maracatus de Recife et à ceux originaires de localités diverses de l’État 

de Pernambuco » (Guerra-Peixe, 1980: 98) amalgamant des patrons rythmiques déjà existants comme le 

baião, le frevo, et la marcha (1980: 103). Pourtant, ni baião, ni frevo ne sont plus audibles dans le baque-solto 

9   Et non pas « créole ».

10   Le « héros social » caboclo ne représente pas la même chose de l’Amazonie à Bahia, de Pernambuco au Pará, du Rio Grande do Sul au Piauí. Il reste ce 
« produit » de la rencontre du blanc et de l’indienne, et ensuite avec le noir, aujourd’hui icône « afro-indigène », mais dont le métissage le retiendra dans 
les filets de la condition subalterne à cause d’une idéologie du racisme biologique ambiant dans les sciences sociales et les élites brésiliennes jusque dans la 
première moitié du XXe siècle. Ce qui le distingue en revanche, et qui est plus intéressant pour notre propos, c’est ce qu’il a fait et a produit comme cultures 
singulières, et notamment chorégraphiques-musicales, localement, dans chacune de ces régions. 
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aujourd’hui (Santos & Resende, 2005: 31). À une période où l’idéologie du biologisme racial se confondait 

aux sciences sociales au Brésil (Schwarcz, 1993), il faut comprendre que musicologiquement, non seulement 

il n’aurait rien inventé, mais en plus son hybridité avait valeur d’indiscernabilité et d’illégitimité culturelle. 

Or la singularité qui résulte de ces interactions sonores est encore relevée par le battement des campanules 

pendues dans le dos des Caboclos, irrégulièrement scandé par le claquement du fouet de la Burra Kalu qui 

s’écrase sur les pavés, en écho à la culture du canavial pernambucano.

Par ailleurs, le baque-solto est aussi un témoin des quatre principaux processus de transformation 

constituant la « créolisation musicale » repérés par Monique Desroches (1992: 6) : 1) suppression ou 

addition d’éléments musicaux par rapport à un bloc d’origine qui, lui, est resté inchangé ; 2) transformation 

d’éléments ; 3) changement dans la finalité de l’événement ; 4) création entièrement nouvelle. Dans le cas 

du baque-solto, ces processus à l’œuvre sont fortement orientés par ses deux modalités de performance 

(carnaval et sambada) : 1) malgré ses origines incertaines, il a survécu à l’injonction de l’institution 

carnavalesque visant sa substitution par un autre rythme, le baque-virado (Guerra-Peixe, 1980: 91 ; Real, 

1990: 81) ; 2) Guerra-Peixe (1980:101) signalait déjà dans les années 1950 la disparition des instruments en 

bois, corde et peau au bénéfice de percussions métalliques ; 3) les plus grands changements dans la finalité 

de l’événement sont imputables à l’institution carnavalesque qui l’a projeté pour la première fois dans les 

logiques de la société du spectacle qui l’ont irrémédiablement spectacularisé et folklorisé (ou formaté, 

c’est-à-dire, réduit à une forme) ; 4) le baque-solto est recherché et retravaillé par des musiciens catégorisés 

MPB (Lenine, Silvério Pessoa, Jorge Mautner…), Mangue Beat (Chico Science et Nação Zumbi, Mundo Livre 

S/A…), ou World Music (Renata Rosa, Maciel Salú e o Terno do Terreiro…), et l’on peut voir des maîtres de la 

tradition locale monter sur scène avec des musiciens insérés dans des circuits de musique plus globalisés 

ou dans des festivals de musiques du monde à l’étranger (comme par exemple le Maracatu Estrela de Ouro 

de Aliança, premier groupe à s’être présenté en France en 2006).

1.3. La brincadeira, « genre métis »11

Ce jeu de la différence est également présent dans ce qu’on pourrait interpréter comme le genre de notre 

forme d’expression, la brincadeira. Polysémique, ce terme agence notamment les champs sémantiques du 

spectaculaire, du populaire, du jeu et de l’action. 

Il désigne usuellement le jeu, en particulier un « jeu d’enfant », mais aussi la « plaisanterie », 

l’« inconvenance »… et plus localement ces « réjouissances carnavalesques » (Houaiss, 2004, p. 513). En 

tant que genre performanciel, celles-ci sont associées à la culture dite populaire, et à tout ce que cela 

implique d’art minorisé, et sont plus ou moins organisées, codifiées, traditionalisées et spectacularisées 

ou patrimonialisées. Elles se caractérisent par l’association inextricable d’expressions musicales, 

chorégraphiques et dramaturgiques, les unes pouvant dominer les autres selon les cas. Pas nécessairement 

contextualisée dans le carnaval, une brincadeira peut s’inscrire dans des fêtes populaires, des festivités 

patronales ou apparaître dans l’espace social de manière ponctuelle ou plus événementielle. Moins 

restrictivement que le carnaval, c’est la fête qui marque son contexte performanciel. Il faut dès lors en 

souligner le caractère liminal, au sens où l’on y trouve ces moments d’opposition dialectique entre le 

quotidien et l’extraordinaire, le « drame social » et le « drame esthétique » décrits par Victor Turner (1987). 

Elle présente également tous les potentiels critiques de la « performance » telle que Bauman & Briggs (1990) 

en ont collecté et saisi les caractéristiques.

11   Je fais référence ici au texte de Laplantine « L’anthropologie, genre métis » : « La pensée métisse, qui est une pensée dialogique, mêle (mais ne mélange 
pas), distingue (mais ne sépare pas définitivement), superpose (mais dans un mouvement tremblé), entrelace (mais ne confond pas) les imaginaires et les 
mémoires, les mémoires et les oublis, la vérité et le mensonge, le factuel et le fictif […] » (2002 : 143-144)
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Tradition orale et gestuelle, transmise par observation et mimesis, la brincadeira ne suppose pas 

d’enseignement systématisé : l’expertise s’acquiert par la répétition et par l’immersion dans le milieu – ceci 

n’excluant pas que certains, détenteurs des fondements techniques et esthétiques, aient reçu ce « don des 

dieux à assumer » (entretien avec Mestre Zé Chã de Camará-Aliança/PE, 08.04.2005). On devine aisément 

que son sens usuel de jeu d’enfant déteint largement sur sa conception en tant qu’art « populaire », mineur, 

accessible et en cela opposé à la virtuosité et au professionnalisme des arts du spectacle au Brésil. Mais 

subalternisée à outrance, elle a justement hérité du caractère franchement indiscipliné et « désobéissant » 

des subaltern knowledges (Mignolo, 2012).

Le plus significatif à mon sens, c’est qu’elle tient en équilibre sur le paradoxe fondamental illustré par 

cette phrase qu’on peut régulièrement entendre dans la bouche des brincantes : « Brincar maracatu é coisa 

séria, é brincadeira não !” (« Brincar maracatu c’est un truc sérieux, c’est pas de la rigolade ! »12) Cette petite 

« plaisanterie » est donc une affaire ô combien sérieuse. En fait, il y a de la facétie en elle. De l’espièglerie. 

De la truculence même, qui cherche à nous berner.

On retrouve cette tension interne dans la catégorie du « jeu-sérieux » théorisée par Johan Huizinga 

en ce qu’il est fonction sociale, incarne les systèmes hiérarchiques, les normes à respecter partagées et 

reconnues par tous au sein du groupe (1988: 198-199), ce qui implique que tous connaissent aussi les limites 

de la transgression. Il en repère deux tendances, « ludique » et « agonale », respectivement la légèreté de 

l’acte et la fonction sociale du jeu menant à la culture (1988: 206) ; et l’aspect compétitif et son « pur élan 

d’émulation » (1988: 204) capable de transformer une performance qualitative culturellement fertile en une 

performance quantitative culturellement stérile, puisqu’en le désindividuant, elle met le joueur (brincante) 

au service de la société dans ses logiques de reproduction (c’est-à-dire, ses structures). 

Je m’intéresserai plus loin au radical verbal brincar pour tenter de comprendre cette tension manifestant 

sa double conscience à travers ses deux principales modalités performancielles, le carnaval et les sambadas, 

où l’aspect compétitif est présent sans pour autant avoir le même télos. On verra que cette qualité 

particulière de l’action condense la modalité du faire musical, prosaïque et chorégraphique, mais aussi 

l’intentionnalité esthétique construisant le savoir performanciel – qui est aussi une « épistémologie de la 

relation comme axiomatique de la vie sociale » (Leach, 2007) – des brincantes. Il est en tous cas le moteur de 

leurs négociations entre spectacularité et créativité, performance et conduites esthétiques, individuation 

et socialisation, mouvements d’inclusion et d’exclusion vis-à-vis de la société globale, pernambucana, 

carnavalesque, et enfin, de leur propre collectivité. 

1.4. « Maracatu » versus « Baque-solto »

Ce clivage existe encore dans l’énoncé même « maracatu-de-baque-solto » où l’on peut voir s’exprimer 

sa double conscience en fonction de ses contextes de performance. Si « maracatu » évoque sa dimension 

spectaculaire et le ramène au contexte carnavalesque, à ses logiques du divertissement et à sa construction 

institutionnelle, « baque-solto » évoque sa dimension stylistique singulière, notamment musicale, et le 

ramène au contexte hyper-local des sambadas, fêtes informelles réalisées en milieu rural et dans l’entre-soi, 

où, même si apparemment transfiguré, il gagne en dynamique.

En effet, le maracatu-de-baque-solto tel qu’on peut le voir annuellement pendant le carnaval, est en 

grande partie le résultat d’une construction institutionnelle. Comme je l’ai montré de manière plus 

détaillée ailleurs (Garrabé, 2011), le cortège royal, les Baianas et le composant « maracatu » de son nom, 

proviennent d’une autre pratique plus ancienne appelée Maracatu Nação ou Nações de Maracatu (ou encore, 

maracatu-de-baque-virado). Ils lui auraient été imposés par la Fédération Carnavalesque de Pernambuco 

12   Brincar et brincadeira sont intraduisibles en français, c’est pourquoi j’utilise le vocable vernaculaire. Traduire par des verbes comme « jouer » ou « faire » 
ou « chahuter », seuls, ne conviendrait pas. J’y reviendrai plus bas.
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(FCP) dans les années 1940 (Guerra-Peixe, 1980 ; Real, 1990) comme condition de participation au carnaval. 

Conçue à l’époque comme la plus « pure » expression afro-pernambucana, le Maracatu Nação apparut 

comme un modèle folklorique noir ou afro-brésilien, traditionnel, ancien, urbain et religieux. Ce qui 

sera appelé par la suite maracatu rural – l’autre nom toujours très usuel du maracatu-de-baque-solto – sera 

construit en tout point comme son contre-modèle : hybride, moderne, récent, rural et magico-religieux. 

Les sciences sociales brésiliennes connaissant à cette période un changement de paradigme abandonnaient 

progressivement le racisme biologique pour un certain africanisme flagrant dans les études folkloristes 

et (ethno)musicologiques, alors obnubilées par la recherche de la pureté africaine dans les expressions 

des descendants d’esclaves. Ce processus s’exercera bien sûr au détriment du métissage et de l’hybridité, 

alors conçus comme dégénérescence biologique, psychologique et sociale, et comme décaractérisation 

culturelle. Par conséquent, le « baque-solto » sera analysé à travers ce système discursif et une rhétorique de 

l’appauvrissement et de l’absence de singularité musicale. 

Néanmoins, l’histoire de l’intégration du baque-solto au carnaval de Recife ne fait pas des maracatuzeiros 

les « sujets de » l’institution. Elle montre au contraire une résistance qui a toujours cours. Il s’agit de ne pas 

sous-estimer que « l’énonciation ne nomme pas une entité existante, elle la crée » (Mignolo, 2012: 2). Contre 

les appellations samba-de-matuto (Oliveira, 1948), maracatu-rural (Real, 1990), ou encore maracatu-de-orquestra 

ou -de-trombone (Guerra-Peixe, 1980), ils préfèrent l’expression de-baque-solto, c’est-à-dire une catégorie 

esthétique et qualitative du rythme ne contenant pas de marqueur ethnico-racial ou socioéconomique. 

L’oxymoron nominal que constitue son nom est bien la manifestation d’une double conscience comme 

« conséquence de la colonialité du pouvoir et la manifestation de subjectivités forgées dans la différence 

coloniale » (Mignolo, 2005: 5). Pour saisir le maracatu-de-baque-solto dans toute sa complexité, il faut 

« découpler le nom et la référence » (Mignolo, 2000: ix-xxiii), distinguer ses doubles sans les séparer.

1.5. « Carnaval » versus « sambadas »

Enfin, ces deux contextes performanciels constituent un cinquième clivage qui substantialise là 

encore sa double conscience et ses manières d’être dans la société politique globale : l’interaction entre les 

politiques globales du carnaval où le « maracatu » va culminer, et les politiques locales des sambadas où 

s’imposent les rythmes spécifiques du « baque-solto » et du brincar.

Depuis le début de mes recherches en 2005, ses circulations épousent de plus en plus les logiques 

patrimoniales de la mise en spectacle et de la mise en tourisme de la tradition, mais les maracatuzeiros 

les déjouent sans arrêt, comme s’ils agissaient par « coupure » (Laclau 2013). Si le maracatu-de-baque-

solto dans sa modalité carnavalesque se suffisait à lui-même, pourquoi cultiverait-il une autre modalité 

performancielle où tout ce qui constitue sa sémiologie carnavalesque disparaît pour se concentrer sur 

l’entre-soi, à l’abri des touristes et des médias, et pousser la transgression de ses codifications, c’est-à-dire 

précisément, pratiquer cette épistémologie de la frontière ? Pour répondre, on doit s’intéresser aux enjeux 

de ces différents contextes pour les différents acteurs en réseau autour de l’événement carnavalesque.

Gagner le Campeonato das agremiações carnavalescas (Championnat des associations carnavalesques) 

est le véritable objectif des groupes durant le carnaval. Il les projette explicitement dans une condition 

compétitive qui regarde davantage leur interaction avec le jury et leurs « adversaires » qu’un amour 

indéfectible pour la Tradition et les publics. Tous les ans, c’est la même vieille rengaine. Le Núcleo do 

Concurso e da Atuação Cultural da Fundação de Cultura da Cidade do Recife13 (Centre du Concours et de l’Action 

Culturelle de la Fondation de Culture de la Ville de Recife) est l’organe institutionnel chargé de son 

13   Auparavant, cette charge revenait à la Fédération Carnavalesque de Pernambuco dont les pratiques peu éthiques ont été dénoncées par les associations. 
Toutes les données tenant à l’organisation institutionnelle du carnaval proviennent de son règlement général consulté à la « Casa do Carnaval-Centro de 
formação, Pesquisa e Memória Cultural », à Recife, en juillet 2012.
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règlement: à chaque forme14 de brincadeira, divisée en sous-catégories – explicitement en fonction du 

nombre d’intégrants15, mais implicitement les critères d’ancienneté, et de capacité à défiler selon les normes 

de l’institution jouent aussi leur rôle – correspond un « cahier des charges »16 instituant rigoureusement 

les règles et les codes à suivre pour gagner des points, ou plutôt, pour ne pas en perdre. En plus des 

performances musicales, chorégraphiques et dramaturgiques, chaque détail compte, la finition des 

costumes, leur couleur, leurs formes, leur harmonie, la manière de tenir l’étendard et les accessoires, ou 

encore, les sourires sur les visages. Les différentes catégories ont jusqu’à 15, 20, ou 30 minutes pour tenter 

leur chance sur la première marche du podium et 11 000 BRL à la clé – environ 4 050 € (que le directeur 

du groupe est censé redistribuer aux membres du groupe – jusqu’à 180 personnes ! – selon l’importance 

de leur fonction) – ou la deuxième, évaluée à 5 500 BRL (environ 2 025 €).17 En d’autres termes, c’est bien 

l’institution qui finit par déterminer la tradition, ses codifications, les seuils à ne pas transgresser et ce 

qu’elle doit être. La marge d’improvisation des groupes et des brincantes se rétracte et l’énonciation du 

discours identitaire leur appartient moins, par conséquent.

Pour atteindre la hauteur d’exigence de ces critères, les groupes commencent à se préparer environ six 

mois à l’avance. Il s’agit de réunir les fonds nécessaires à la confection des costumes, à leur réparation ou 

compléments, à l’achat ou à la manutention des instruments de musique, mais aussi, aux bus et remorques 

qui les transporteront entre Recife et les municipalités où ils se présenteront, et enfin à l’hébergement – 

même si beaucoup dorment dans le bus ou rentrent à leur siège respectif. Certains personnages, notamment 

la Dama do Paço, le Roi, la Reine, le Maître et le Contremaître, doivent obligatoirement porter un nouveau 

costume chaque année, et plus il est détaillé, plus il rapporte de points. On est précisément dans une 

logique de la surenchère visuelle, spectaculaire au sens strict (spectaculum : organisé pour le regard). 

Même si les groupes persistent à participer chaque année, leur investissement en temps et en argent n’en 

vaut pas la peine. En effet, le carnaval représente bien plus d’enjeux pour l’institution qui bénéficie d’une 

identité esthétique carnavalesque singularisée par rapport aux carnavals des autres grands centres urbains, 

de l’exposition de son patrimoine culturel immatériel, de l’apport économique du tourisme, bref, d’une 

dynamique culturelle extraordinaire. Celle-ci y trouve des enjeux strictement politiques puisqu’il n’est 

pas rare que certains élus « échangent » des cachets ou des contrats de prestation contre des promesses 

de voix électorales des membres des groupes.18 De leur côté, les brincantes, s’ils obtiennent la première ou 

la deuxième place, ne jouissent que d’une reconnaissance sociale, artistique et médiatique somme toute 

éphémère. En revanche, le carnaval est l’occasion d’obtenir des contrats inattendus, de faire des rencontres 

qui éventuellement leur permettront d’entrer dans les sphères de la création artistique professionnelle, ou 

encore, de consolider leurs contacts ou leur entrée dans le monde professionnel de la cultura popular. En 

somme, le carnaval leur est extrêmement coûteux, mais c’est encore sans compter la dépense physique et 

énergétique qui confirme une certaine logique de la dépense. Que Georges Bataille (2011) conçoit comme 

une perte.

14   Pour le moins onze brincadeiras différentes – Blocos de Pau e Corda, Clubes de Frevo, Clubes de Boneco, Troças, Maracatu Baque Solto, Maracatu Baque 
Virado, Caboclinhos, Tribos de Índios, Bois de Carnaval, Ursos, et Escolas de Samba –concourent à Recife. Trois autres, les afoxés, bloco afro, et blocos de 
samba qui sont des formes respectivement bahianaises et carioca défilent, en l’occurrence, hors compétition.

15   150 pour la catégorie « groupe spécial » ; 100 pour le « groupe 1 » ; 70 pour le « groupe 2 » : et 50 pour les « aspirants » qui eux jouent leur place pour la 
catégorie 1 au prochain carnaval.

16   Dans le cas du baque-solto, la commission du jury note « les costumes ; les allégories ; les manœuvres et l’enthousiasme ; le porte-étendard ; l’orchestre 
(instruments, cuivres) ; le maître improvisateur de toadas à l’appel et le contremaître à la réponse ; Catirina (ou Catita), Mateus et la Burra ; la Caboclaria 
(l’ensemble des caboclos-de-lança) ; le cordon de Baianas ou Baianal ; la Cour (Roi et Reine) ; les Caboclos-de-pena ; et enfin, la Dama do Paço. » En cas d’égalité, 
les performances du maître, du contremaître, du terno, et de la caboclaria seront déterminantes.

17   Ces valeurs concernent également l’édition du Carnaval Multicultural de Recife de 2012.

18   Comme j’ai pu moi-même en témoigner en 2006, avant les élections présidentielles qui résultèrent en la réélection de Luiz Inácio Lula da Silva. 
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Ces trois jours et trois nuits de fête sont aussi un moment d’épuisement vital. Les maracatuzeiros 

parlent d’une « lutte » (« Maracatu é uma luta ») qu’on retrouve d’abord dans la symbolique guerrière (où 

les Caboclos protègent leur nation de potentiels ennemis selon tout un vocabulaire de la guerre) 19 de la 

brincadeira, mais aussi, par-delà la lutte institutionnelle, dans la dimension corporelle. Certains groupes 

font plusieurs présentations par jour dans différentes villes : entre deux déplacements, avant de pouvoir 

défiler, on attend et on piétine beaucoup, sous un soleil de plomb, dans un costume aux matériaux 

synthétiques qui augmentent la sudation, et dont le poids peut s’élever jusqu’à 40kg pour les Caboclos, 

entre le chapeau et ses longues franges, la lance et le surrão, l’armature de bois ceinte sur les épaules par 

deux arceaux en métal – sous lesquels certains trouvent des cloques à leur retour – et à laquelle pendent 

jusqu’à six cloches (chocalhos). On ne dort et on ne mange pas beaucoup. D’ailleurs, pour relever le défi 

physique et d’endurance, certains d’entre eux accomplissent des rites pour essentiellement augmenter 

leurs forces. Issus de l’umbanda, de la tradition de la jurema ou du catimbó et opérés par un chef de culte 

auquel est conférée la protection du groupe, ils consistent en la « fermeture du corps » contre la fatigue, 

le mauvais œil, les potentielles attaques magiques, mais surtout, contre la transe de possession. Ils sont 

dirigés en d’autres termes contre la vulnérabilité des corps et des sujets que la logique carnavalesque semble 

intensifier. En effet, l’appareil de rites du calço n’est pas mis en acte par les brincantes lors des sambadas, alors 

que les risques y sont tout aussi nombreux et même plus importants, puisqu’ils y jouent leur « nom » et 

avec lui la réputation de leur « nation ».

Avec la modalité « sambada », on pénètre dans les coulisses du spectacle, là où l’on s’initie aux secrets 

et où l’on entre dans la confidence. En zone rurale, sans médias, sans touristes, sans institution, sans 

costumes, le baque-solto s’y exprime dans l’entre-soi et la communauté des experts de la tradition. Il y a 

plus précisément deux modalités de sambadas, mais les deux sont régies par un régime de l’improvisation, 

que la modalité carnaval interdit totalement. La première, la « sambada pé-de-barraca », est un espace de 

répétition et de filage pour les groupes : c’est là qu’ils montent le spectacle. L’improvisation est mobilisée 

pour trouver des actions vocales et gestuelles nouvelles mais elle fera office de seuil à ne pas transgresser 

en ce qui concerne les codes de la tradition, ceux-là même qui doivent être respectés pour la présentation 

devant le jury officiel. La deuxième modalité, la « sambada-pé-de-parede », est un espace où le baque-solto est 

totalement transfiguré, si bien qu’il n’a plus rien à voir, ni même à écouter, avec sa modalité carnavalesque. 

Toute la dimension « maracatu » disparaît devant celle du « baque-solto » puisqu’on y organise des joutes 

(desafios) d’improvisation poétique chantée entre deux ternos, leur maître et contremaître respectifs, 

évoluant devant le reste des membres du groupe, qui n’est pas là costumé en tant que personnage, mais en 

évaluateur de la connaissance et de la virtuosité des premiers. Pour comprendre pourquoi cette modalité 

sublime le brincar que j’entends comme sa signature performancielle et met en place une véritable 

esthétique décoloniale, on va s’intéresser à son sens vernaculaire et tenter de lui rendre toute sa complexité.

19   Les cinq Caboclos à l’avant sont appelés Boca de trincheira (ouverture de tranchée), la tranchée au sein de laquelle Caboclos et Baianas sont organisés en cordões 
(cordons), ou alas, (ailes) comme des soldats en formation. La chorégraphie qu’ils font autour du cortège royal est appelée « manobra », « manœuvre », dans 
son sens militaire, et non industriel. Jusque dans les années 1970 environ, les maracatuzeiros parlent de l’« époque des bagarres » (a época dos cacetes), une 
période où les « nations » se « croisaient » en plein champ de canne et les caboclos se livraient presque inévitablement à des rixes sanglantes, parfois mortelles.
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2 – Brincar, aisthesis du dissensus

Ce verbe est tout aussi polysémique20 que son substantif. Il s’agit d’une catégorie de l’action qui 

s’institue sur des qualités diverses, mais qui présentent cependant des aspects communs particulièrement 

intéressants pour un début de définition en tant que modalité de l’action.

“Brincar”, (Houaiss, 2004, p. 513-514)
[Br = brasilianisme]

1) se divertir de brincadeiras infantil, representando 
personagens/papéis fictícios;

1) « se divertir avec des jeux infantiles, représentant 
des personnages, des rôles fictifs

2) se divertir com um objeto ou uma atividade 
qualquer ; pular, correr, agitar-se;

2) se divertir avec un objet ou une activité 
quelconque ; sauter, courir, s’agiter

3) balançar, inverter, mover alguma coisa à toa, por 
compulsão ou para passar tempo;

3) balancer, invertir, mouvoir quelque chose au 
hasard, par compulsion ou pour faire passer le 
temps

4) não falar a sério; 4) ne pas parler au sérieux

5) não mostrar interesse, não dar importância, não 
levar a sério;

5) ne pas montrer d’intérêt, ne pas donner 
d’importance, ne pas prendre au sérieux

6) com o modo exibicionista ou introvertido; 6) agir sur un mode exhibitionniste ou introverti

7) agir com leviandade ou imprudência; 7) agir avec légèreté ou imprudence

8) Br. participar (em folguedos de carnaval); 8) Br. participer (à des « jeux » carnavalesques)

9) rir, se divertir, desfrutar/abusar; 9) Rire, s’amuser, profiter/abuser

10) Br. praticar copula ou ter outros tipos de relações 
libidinosas;

10) Br. pratiquer la copulation ou avoir d’autres 
types de relations libidineuses

11) Fig., agitar, swing; 11) Fig., agiter, swinguer

12) Parecer, mostrar; 12) paraître, montrer

13) Adornar brincos, decorar; 13) se parer de boucles d’oreille, décorer;

14) … 14) […] »

Plusieurs champs sémantiques s’en dégagent : l’agir et le mouvement ; diverses nuances du rire et du 

comique (1, 2) ; l’impulsivité, voire l’agressivité et la violence (2, 3, 5, 6) ; l’expérience du plaisir, voire de 

l’érotisme (1, 2, 6, 7, 8) ; le désir et le plaisir de faire, de l’élaboration du geste, et même de la mise en scène 

de l’action (1, 2, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8) ; et enfin, la transgression (2, 3, 5, 6, 7). Brincar suggère encore la répétition dans 

son agitation et sa compulsion à faire et refaire, une dimension critique dans sa ludicité où affleurent la 

ruse et la malice, proche d’une certaine pratique de l’inversion sociale carnavalesque. Pour finir, brincar 

présuppose trois éléments : 1) des actions vocales et gestuelles qui se distinguent de l’ordinaire du quotidien 

en exigeant un supplément énergétique et esthétique (un « surcoût de l’attention cognitive », Schaeffer, 

2004) ; 2) une relation à l’autre pour faire, regarder, écouter et participer, suggérant en même temps une 

exploration individuante de l’action ; 3) une spectacularité dont les degrés sont variables et se négocient 

en fonction du contexte dans lequel elle est réalisée. Mais ce dont brincar en tant que modalité de l’action 

n’a pas, c’est une logique du système, c’est une logique de la structure ou de l’anti-structure que toute 

performance suppose. Il n’y a là aucune réalisation du modèle rupture ou crise ; liminalité/communitas et 

retour ou non à la normalité. Il n’y a que des lignes de fuite corporelles, gestuelles et désirantes ; ou encore 

des rhuthmos ou des « manières singulières de fluer » (Barthes, 2002 ; Michon, 2005).

20   Ce petit aparté philologique vient de l’une de ces contraintes que l’ethnographe connaît lorsqu’il travaille dans un autre idiome : si ma perception du 
sens me suffisait dans son incomplétude, quand je voulais en parler à un public francophone, les problèmes se multipliaient. Il a bien fallu que je me risque 
à me perdre en traduction.
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Cette brève analyse philologique montre combien brincar, en tant que catégorie performative, fournit de 

puissantes ressources d’individuation au brincante alors même qu’il se socialise dans la transgression. Cet 

art de faire a tout du caractère indiscipliné propre aux épistémologies (et aux esthétiques) de la frontière 

signalées par Mignolo. Modalité subalternisée – parce que prétendument immature, agitée, insouciante, 

peu sérieuse, irresponsable, sensible au regard extérieur, rieuse, insolente, inquiète, érotisante et salace 

– dans les arts du spectacle, elle devient dans le baque-solto cette pratique politique de la transgression se 

définissant contre les hégémonies qui veulent le dresser (gouverner).

Cette politique de l’esthétique trouve à mon sens son apogée dans la modalité « pé-de-parede » des 

sambadas où s’affrontent deux Mestres à coup de poèmes (les loas ou toadas) improvisés et scandés par la 

syncope leste du baque-solto. L’ambiance nocturne est à la fête et aucune autre structure que des tables et 

quelques chaises, des baraques qui vendent des bières, de la cachaça et des brochettes sur des barbecues 

improvisés, n’est installée, à part une zone où se tiennent deux micros sur pied et des amplis, de préférence 

sous des lampadaires. Les deux ternos se tournent le dos ou bien sont côte à côte de manière à respecter et 

manifester une certaine distance entre les Mestres. Telle est la configuration où les logiques de la joute (o 

desafio), de l’improvisation et du brincar prennent toute leur amplitude. À chaque attaque poétique, le but 

du jeu, qui rappelle celui des dozens21, est de « faire tomber » et d’« en finir avec l’autre » par des railleries et 

même des insultes concernant en général précisément ses talents d’improvisateur. Mais il s’agit en réalité 

de construire de la durée. Une fois jaillie la composition dans l’instant, il s’agit d’écouter attentivement celle 

de l’autre pour pouvoir rebondir. Ici, la situation d’improvisation exige une surenchère : il s’agit d’engager 

l’autre à renchérir la qualité du discours et à maintenir le rythme (baque) de l’actio, « l’action comme agir 

en cours » (Laborde, 2005: 91), pour que le rebond soit saisi, et que l’occasion de l’échange ne meure pas. 

Les auditeurs forment un demi-cercle autour du terno qu’ils supportent et les danseurs – des caboclos sans 

costumes, souvent – plus loin, commentent la joute à voix haute ou dans l’exploration de leur danse. La 

situation d’improvisation suppose donc un certain exercice de la démocratie où chaque maracatuzeiro 

travaille les codes de sa communauté et bataille avec les frontières de la tradition.

On ne manquera pas d’y voir non plus le chronotope de ce que Barthes appelle l’idiorrythmie, « toutes 

les entreprises qui concilient ou tentent de concilier la vie collective et la vie individuelle, l’indépendance 

du sujet et la sociabilité du groupe » (2002: 25). Un concept presque pléonasme (2002: 38), une « manière 

singulière de fluer » (rhuthmos) qui évoque la fugitivité du code, de la manière dont le sujet s’insère dans 

le code social (ou naturel). Opposée à l’ontologie de l’objet, c’est contre elle, dit Barthes, qu’on constitue le 

pouvoir, puisque la subtilité du pouvoir passe par la dysrythmie et l’hétérorythmie (2002: 40). 

Brincar dans cette modalité constituerait en quelque sorte « le régime d’identification de l’art » du baque-

solto et instituerait sa « poétique de la Relation » (Glissant, 1990). Me risquant à l’allégorie ethnographique, 

et sans trop interpréter parce qu’elles surgissent dans des entretiens ou des tentatives de description de cet 

art de faire, on y devine encore des aisthesis brésiliennes historiquement constituées : certaines considérées 

de matrices africaines comme le dendê (qui signale le danger et la beauté du geste), la mandinga (la magie et 

l’imprévisibilité du geste), la malandragem (la ruse et le contournement des règles), mais aussi le banzo (une 

nostalgie morbide conséquente du trauma de l’esclavage) auquel il n’y a qu’un seul antidote, le malungo 

(expression des sociabilités de la solidarité), et d’autres considérées de matrice ibère, telle que le duende, 

la joute (o desafio) et la répartie (o repente). Toutes présentes à des degrés plus ou moins grands, elles se 

caractérisent par une forte rythmicité, la prise de risque et l’imprédictibilité de la conséquence de l’acte, fait 

en toute connaissance et responsabilité, lui. 

21   Les dozens (ou dirty dozens quand leur contenu est explicitement sexualisé), duels d’improvisations orales, sont des « Rituels d’insultes » ou « rituels 
obscènes » qui apparurent aux États-Unis au sein des communautés noires. Il est intéressant de noter que H. G. Lefever (1981) les interprète comme des 
« rituels de contrôle social ».
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Légères digressions. Quand on entend le chant « Tem dendê, tem dendê ! » dans une roda de capoeira, c’est 

qu’on entre en terrain glissant. Ce commentaire fait au capoeiriste lui signale le danger, et en même temps, 

l’avènement d’une certaine intelligence du corps à affronter, relative à ses potentialités et à une certaine 

beauté du geste. Pour y faire face, il doit faire usage de la malandragem, cette ruse, malice typiquement 

brésilienne par laquelle il va esquiver, déguiser ses véritables intentions pour mieux asséner son coup. 

Mais dans le baque-solto, la malandragem est moins cette politique de l’esquive qui consiste à arrondir les 

angles, que celle de l’affront et de la confrontation nets. C’est particulièrement évident dans les joutes 

d’improvisations poétiques chantées.

Brincar suppose aussi une certaine mandinga (littéralement « magie, sorcellerie, fétiche ») moins parce 

qu’elle traite de la flexion africaine de conduites esthétiques du corps, que par cette politique de l’apparition 

et de la disparition, de l’attaque, de la préméditation et de l’agir par surprise. Plutôt parce qu’elle institue 

le troisième terme du devenir aléatoire de l’enjeu institué entre les partenaires, par la convocation d’entités 

autres, dans une forme de distance où se réalisera la « traduction poétique qui est au cœur de tout 

apprentissage » (Rancière, 2008: 16).

On y trouve encore paradoxalement la morbidité du banzo, non pas la totale catatonie ou déculturation 

létales (Lima, 1979: 240) qui menaient les esclaves à mourir de tristesse par un sentiment de perte décuplé, 

mais l’expression de quelque chose de tapi en vous et qui vous ronge de l’intérieur. Au banzo « il n’y a qu’un 

seul antidote » (Lima idem : ibid), le malungo, l’expression des liens de fraternités et de solidarités formés 

sur les négriers entre esclaves d’origines, de langues et de mœurs différentes, et que l’on remarque dans le 

soutien entre brincantes d’un même groupe, pour que la brincadeira se réalise dans les meilleurs termes. On 

dépasse le banzo précisément parce qu’on le fait sortir du corps, on le fait jaillir à la place de ses propres 

intentions, dans des expressions néanmoins contrôlées par l’expertise acquise, et d’autant plus que le public 

ou l’adversaire exprime une suspension, toujours solidaire, de l’acte en train de se faire.

Ce jeu entre les modalités du brincar pourrait éventuellement se résumer dans le duende, au sens où 

Garcia Lorca (2008) le développe dans son Jeu et théorie du duende. Il n’est pas plus question d’insister ici 

sur son ibéricité ou son caractère tzigane, mais sur la prise de risques, ce jeu avec la mort qui n’en est 

pas une mais ferait disparaître l’individu, par interruptions ponctuelles, derrière l’expression pure, la 

matérialisation de ce qu’on ne peut jamais dire. Ni muse, ni ange, le duende ronge mais quand il jaillit, cri de 

la « peine noire », il soigne toute douleur. Brincar é brincadeira não (« Brincar, c’est pas de la rigolade »). C’est, 

paraphrasant Garáte-Martínez (1996: 30), « ce qui reste inarticulé dans l’art. » 

Et le désir supplante. « Maracatu é bom demais » (« Le maracatu, c’est trop bon ! » Zé Mário, Condado/PE, 

18.03.2007), aucun surcoût économique, aucun surcoût de l’attention cognitive ni énergétique, ni contrôle 

institutionnel n’épuisera la nécessité vitale de dire sa différence épistémique (coloniale).

3. Pour ne pas conclure sur la créativité anthropologique du maracatu-de-baque-solto

Je me suis proposée dans ce texte de tenter de comprendre en quoi consistait les processus de 

multiplicité particuliers au maracatu-de-baque-solto au-delà du fait qu’il en présente, à première vue et 

première écoute, déjà tous les signes. C’est la même démarche que celle qui consiste à se demander, plutôt 

que ce que sont les arts, ce que font les arts. C’est la même démarche que celle qui consiste à distinguer 

créolité et créolisation, ou encore le postcolonial et le décolonial. 

Il est clair qu’en instituant ce texte dans deux perspectives spécifiques, l’option décoloniale et l’aisthesis 

comme politique de l’esthétique, il ne s’agit plus de s’en tenir à une ethnographie qui décrit, traduit et 

analyse pour comprendre un phénomène, mais d’adopter au moins une démarche symétrique (Latour, 

1991) si non reverse (Wagner, 1981), et tenter de comprendre comment l’objet en question peut renouveler 
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l’anthropologie, et ici, l’anthropologie de la performance en particulier. L’aisthesis comme politique de 

l’esthétique permet d’appréhender le processus de socialisation à partir d’un donné culturel qui sera 

discriminé au sens strict du terme dans ses valeurs dans un passage allant du percept, passant par 

l’affect, et résultant éventuellement en concept. À aucun moment de ce passage le clivage ne concerne 

le partage des modernes : il fabrique de la différence comme impensé. « Une communauté politique ou 

un peuple politique est toujours plus qu’une somme de la population, mais une forme de symbolisation 

supplémentaire par rapport à tout compte de population et de ses parties. » (Rancière, 2004: 152) Cette 

symbolisation qui est toujours une forme litigieuse, laisse la voie ouverte à la différence épistémique 

coloniale : c’est précisément là qu’elle répond aux exigences de l’esthétique décoloniale qui réintroduit 

singulièrement la créativité, le corps et le sensible dans ses rapports de domination historiques.

Il faut dès lors penser l’éthique à partir de l’esthétique, et « non l’inverse » (Laplantine, 2005: 213). Cette 

reconnaissance est particulièrement indispensable dans des contextes où la décolonisation s’est faite 

entre « les mains des “criollos” et non des “natifs” », (Mignolo, 2005: 7), comme au Brésil. Walter Mignolo 

l’exprime ici, en rappelant la classique phrase de Fanon:

Ô mon corps, fais de moi toujours un homme qui interroge ! Fanon formule ainsi en une seule phrase toutes les 

catégories de bases de l’épistémologie frontalière : la perception biographique du corps noir dans le tiers 

monde, fixant ainsi une politique de la connaissance ancrée à la fois dans le corps et dans les histoires locales. 

C’est une pensée géo- et corpo-politique. […] La théo- et l’ego-politique de la connaissance sont basées sur la 

suppression de la sensibilité, du corps et de son enracinement géo-historique. Cette suppression permit à la fois 

à la théo-politique et à l’ego-politique de se prétendre universelles” (Mignolo, 2012: 2).

Mais cela suffit-il à contribuer au projet des decolonial aesthetics ? Si l’option décoloniale consiste à ne 

pas se forclore dans une critique eurocentrique de l’eurocentrisme, que devient cette tension ébauchée 

entre brincar comme esthétique (aisthesis) du dissensus et brincadeira comme genre du dissensus ? 

Comment le caractère vernaculaire – et américain – du maracatu-de-baque-solto peut-il rénover les approches 

« performance-based » de ce qu’on appelle cultura popular au Brésil ?

On peut déjà dire que l’américanité (Quijano & Wallerstein, 1992) du maracatu-de-baque-solto est bien 

rendue dans ses quatre rapports essentiels (colonialité, ethnicité, racisme et nouveauté [newness]) comme sa 

propre contradiction : si celle-ci tient en « l’américanisation des Amériques », on ne peut honnêtement pas 

le voir comme une extension de l’Europe.

Pour aller au-delà d’une perspective sémiotique, il faudrait comprendre la performance comme outil 

méthodologique qui désencadre, plutôt qu’il ne multiplie les cadres. À ce titre, le modèle de Bauman 

and Briggs (1990) - complexe élaboration matérielle et symbolique (compétences) ; sa réitération ; sa 

contextualisation ; sa médiation et communication ; son contraste avec le quotidien ; son autorité 

générique et généalogique –, l’un des plus complets et complexes à mon sens, paraît plus pertinent pour 

l’analyse du spectacle, c’est-à-dire au moment où la performance est déjà codifiée et représentée, que 

pour sa construction comme une puissance épistémique, au moment où elle élabore ce supplément de 

symbolisation. Pour lui rendre son potentiel critique, c’est-à-dire comme praxis de la frontière, il est 

nécessaire que la performance entre en choc avec la raison politique (commune) qui la fait tenir dans la 

successivité du temps/de l’histoire. Éventuellement, les théories de la performance sont trop enracinées 

dans le clivage historique entre les notions de drame esthétique et drame social, et refermées sur une figure 

de l’acteur centrée sur la tradition européenne du théâtre. Elles ont construit des cadres ou frontières dont 

des phénomènes esthétiques qui n’ont pour fin ni le spectacle, ni la virtuosité gratuite, comme plusieurs 

formes d’expression de la cultura popular à brasileira, révèlent les limites sensibles et conceptuelles..
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Enfin, puisque le dissensus s’élabore nécessairement comme écart performatif, c’est-à-dire précisément 

entre poiesis (action) et aisthesis (sensible), il faut observer comment il est distribué et dans ses modalités 

respectives, et comment il s’élabore dans la brincadeira, comme genre, et dans le brincar, comme aisthesis. Je 

rappelle que pour Rancière, « il y a deux manières de compter les parties de la communauté. La première 

ne compte que les parties réelles des groupes effectifs définis par les différences dans la naissance, les 

fonctions, les places et les intérêts qui constituent le corps social, à l’exclusion de tout supplément. La 

seconde compte en plus une part des sans-parts. On appellera la première police,22 et la seconde politique. » 

(Rancière, 1998: 239) 

Si le genre (de performance) constitue des cadres d’autorité générique et généalogique, la brincadeira 

n’échappe pas au grand partage moderne : en ritualisant le brincar, elle fixerait sa forme en le fermant dans 

son état policier. Or, brincar, en tant que conduite esthétique, l’en libère.23 

De fait, le maracatu-de-baque-solto donne cette impression de chaos qui suffirait à le définir en tant que 

« réjouissance carnavalesque » haute en sons et en couleur, un spectacle vivant à l’« esthétique » hybride 

tout à fait déroutante. Mais je pense avoir montré que, plutôt qu’un produit du chaos ou qu’un produit 

chaotique, il fabrique le chaos. Il fabrique du dissensus, c’est-à-dire de la différence, par rapport à la 

société pernambucana, mais aussi, par rapport à lui-même et dans le corps même de chaque maracatuzeiro. 

Et encore, en se gaussant. Quand on croit le saisir, il se dérobe. Il est sans arrêt pris entre ses doubles et 

fournit des réponses diverses en fonction du contexte dans lequel il évolue. Dans sa modalité carnavalesque, 

le Caboclo-de-lança joue au guerrier invincible, mais il triche en se dopant à force rites magiques pour 

tromper sa vulnérabilité sociale, contre la « société de service » (Stiegler, 2006) qu’établit aussi l’institution 

carnavalesque pour maintenir son état d’exception culturelle. Le « baque-solto » réserve ses joutes 

d’improvisation poétique de transgression aux codes et normes de la société quand il sait qu’il est écouté 

et apprécié. La brincadeira échappe à toute catégorisation en épuisant les épistémologies de la culture 

populaire. Le maracatu-de-baque-solto négocie sans problème sa double conscience en assumant des valeurs 

qu’on lui a imposées (le maracatu) et celles qui constitueraient sa raison d’être (le baque-solto). Et enfin, il 

sait très bien agir en fonction de ce qu’on attend de lui, dans la rue et la sphère publique en répondant aux 

logiques quantitatives du spectacle et de l’entertainment global transfigurant la tradition en jeu compétitif 

(le carnaval), ou à la maison et dans la sphère privée en répondant aux logiques qualitatives d’un art de 

faire local, où la compétition entre en jeu comme forme culturelle de socialisation démocratique, où la 

conflictualité est mise en jeu et rejouée (les sambadas), et pas seulement re-présentée.

En d’autres termes, tant son logos que sa praxis sont fondés sur une multiplicité primordiale. Issu d’une 

« région indisciplinée » (Trouillot, 1992: 20), il a retenu des traits techniques et esthétiques directement 

issus des clivages historiques de la formation de la société pernambucana pour se construire une identité et 

un discours par-delà son institutionnalisation. En cela, on peut le voir comme une expression qui ne cesse 

de fabriquer de l’interruption, au travers de modalités performatives qui sont elles-mêmes la manifestation, 

la recherche et la culture d’un dissensus.

22   La police chez Rancière est exactement la métaphore de l’« ordre établi des choses » inaliénable, inéluctable : la société y consiste en groupes voués à des 
modes de faire spécifiques, en places où ces occupations s’exercent, en modes d’être correspondant à ces occupations et à ces places. Dans cette adéquation 
des fonctions, des places et des manières d’être, il n’y a de place pour aucun vide. C’est cette exclusion de ce qu’il n’y a pas qui est le principe policier au cœur 
de la pratique étatique (Rancière, 1998: 241). C’est la position des sans-parts auxquels on retranche, selon Rancière, leur compétence politique : « Celui que 
l’on ne veut pas connaître comme être politique, on commence par ne pas le voir comme porteur des signes de la politicité, par ne pas comprendre ce qu’il 
dit, par ne pas entendre que c’est un discours qui sort de sa bouche. » (2004: 239)

23   En ce sens, cette tension entre genre (la brincadeira, en tant qu’elle encode des socialisations esthétiques spécifiques) et conduite esthétique (brincar, en 
tant qu’elle émancipe une créativité transgressive au fondement de la culture forgée par la forme d’expression) peut être pensée comme une caractéristique 
des formes d’expressions dites populaires désignées comme « brincadeiras » et nées de la multiplicité culturelle coloniale brésilienne (comme par exemple 
le bumba-meu-boi, le cavalo-marinho, le caboclinho, et même la capoeira angola dont plusieurs chants énoncent le terme). Mais le maracatu-de-baque-solto, en 
particulier, semble rétif aux cadres, aux catégorisations, aux déterminations, ou plutôt, résolu dans son indétermination.
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Les réseaux qui affinent:
la conversion symbolique des fromages 

artisanaux à Minas Gerais, Brésil
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Universidade Estadual de Campinas - UNICAMP, Campinas/SP, Brasil

Résumé

Cet article analyse la trajectoire du fromage minas artisanal produit dans la Serra da Canastra, dans l’état de 

Minas Gerais, au Brésil. Il met l’accent sur son passage par un centre de maturation, compris ici comme un 

processus rituel et une performance de cet aliment. Ce passage est analysé en tant que mécanisme particu-

lier de transition  biologique et symbolique de l’aliment d’un état à l’autre, en un processus comprenant un 

vaste réseau de différents acteurs et de moments composant la « vie sociale » du fromage. L’analyse cherche 

à récupérer des aspects de cette trajectoire en décrivant comment celui-ci occupe un lieu privilégié dans la 

formation de liens sociaux et cosmologiques. Elle cherche aussi à montrer comment le caractère artisanal de 

l’aliment délimite des différences non seulement dan son propre identité, mais aussi dans celle des acteurs 

impliqués.

Mots-clés: fromages artisanaux, rituel, conversion, affinage.

Networks that cure:
the biological and symbolic conversion of 

artisanal cheeses in Minas Gerais, Brazil.

Abstract

This article analyzes the way of the artisanal cheese from Canastra, Minas Gerais state, Brazil, emphasizing 

its passage by to a center of maturation. This process is taken as a ritual process and as a food performance. 

That passage will be examined as a particular mechanism for the organic and symbolic transition of the 

food from one state to another. This process encompasses a wide network of different actors and moments 

that make up the ‘social life’ of the cheese. In this text, I try to recover moments of its path describing how 

the artisanal food occupies a privileged place in the creation of social and cosmological ties. I also seek to 

demonstrate  how the cheese artisanal characteristics line off differences not only in its own identity, but 

also in the social agents involved in its making.

Key words: artisanal cheeses, ritual, conversion, cure.
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Redes que curam:
a conversão simbólica dos queijos 

artesanais em Minas Gerais, Brasil.

Resumo

Este artigo analisa a trajetória do queijo minas artesanal, produzido na Canastra (Minas Gerais, Brasil) 

dando ênfase a sua passagem por um centro de maturação, tomada aqui como um processo ritual e de 

desempenho do alimento. Tal passagem será analisada como um mecanismo particular para a transição  

biológica e simbólica do alimento de um estado a outro, num processo que engloba uma rede ampla de 

diferentes atores e momentos que compõem a “vida social” do queijo. No texto, procuro recuperar aspectos 

dessa trajetória descrevendo como o queijo ocupa um lugar privilegiado na formação de vínculos sociais 

e cosmológicos. Busco mostrar como o caráter artesanal do alimento demarcará diferenças não só em sua 

identidade mas também naquela dos agentes envolvidos.

Palavras-chave: queijos artesanais, ritual, conversão, cura.
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Introduction

Cet article examine la production, la circulation et la consommation du fromage Canastra, l’un des 

symboles alimentaires majeurs de l’état de Minas Gerais1. Élaboré à partir de connaissances transmises de 

génération en génération, dont l’histoire remonte à la période coloniale, ce produit lié au mode de vie de 

milliers de familles paysannes est tellement enraciné dans les habitudes alimentaires de différentes classes 

sociales depuis des décennies qu’il est considéré comme faisant partie de l’identité des mineiros2* (Meneses, 

2006).

Cependant, dans la seconde moitié du XXe siècle, avec les changements affectant le processus 

d’industrialisation brésilienne et la croissance des grands centres urbains, où le produit est de plus en plus 

recherché, la chaîne productive a subi d’importantes transformations spatiales, temporelles et sociales et 

est devenue plus longue et plus complexe. Comme cet aliment franchit à plus grande échelle les frontières 

des lieux où il est produit, transformant ainsi son régime de valeur spécifique, toute une série d’acteurs 

sont venus se greffer sur le réseau issu de sa production : producteurs locaux, commerçants, agents de 

vigilance alimentaire, gastronomes, scientifiques et consommateurs des grandes villes, entre autres.

L’allongement des itinéraires de transport de ce fromage a conféré de nouvelles rationalités aux 

réglementations sur le produit, lesquelles déterminent la circulation des marchandises et leurs régimes 

de valeur symboliques, élargissant davantage la connaissance exigée pour la production précédant sa 

consommation (Appadurai, 2008).3 Là où prévalait une chaîne courte et les relations de confiance entre 

producteur et consommateur qu’elle implique, les pouvoirs publics ont établi toute une série de normes 

rigides concernant sa production, sa circulation et sa commercialisation qui exigent des réponses 

diverses et sont différemment incorporées, quand elles le sont, par ces acteurs. Se crée ainsi une série de 

controverses impliquant une multitude de jugements esthétiques, de convictions et de valeurs historiques, 

voire politiques en différentes conceptions opérationnalisées en fonction du produit. Différentes manières 

de traiter la question de façon plus créative surgissent néanmoins. 

Résultat d’une ethnographie multi-située (Marcus, 1995), cet article opte pour suivre ces controverses 

au long de la chaîne productive (comprise ici en son sens anthropologique comme l’établissement de liens 

entres les personnes, mais aussi entre les personnes et les choses, entre les humains et les non humains). 

À partir de cette proposition, nous cherchons à comprendre l’aliment qui fait l’objet de notre recherche 

à la fois comme récepteur et producteur de valeurs, en observant son importance au cours d’interactions 

différentes. Le but de ce texte est d’analyser le surgissement de sens (significations) à partir de l’affinage (ou 

maturation)4 de cet aliment. À la lumière du travail ethnographique, ce processus peut être compris comme 

une production rituelle.5

1   Le fromage Canastra est produit dans une région du sud-ouest de l’État de Minas Gerais comprenant sept communes : Piumhi, Bambuí, Tapiraí, Medeiros, 
São Roque de Minas, Vargem Bonita et Delfinópolis. Reconnu comme tel par les acteurs locaux, il dénote un mode de production artisanal issu d’une tradition 
familiale inscrite au patrimoine national, comme nous le verrons plus loin.

2   NdT: natifs ou habitants de l’État de Minas Gerais.

3   Comme l’affirme Appadurai (2008)  : « Ces histoires acquièrent des qualités particulièrement intenses lorsque les distances spatiales, cognitives ou 
institutionnelles entre la production, la distribution et la consommation sont importantes », parce qu’il « se crée une mythologie en fonction de l’aliénation 
entre ces acteurs » (Appadurai, 2008: 68).

4   À partir de la définition locale, je considère ces termes comme des synonymes, car ils sont utilisés ainsi par différents acteurs sociaux dans des contextes 
divers dans l’état de Minas Gerais. Certains scientifiques cherchent à les distinguent (l’affinage serait associé à la salubrité de l’aliment, tandis que la 
maturation serait liée à sa saveur), mais ces cas sont rares. J’y reviendrai plus bas.

5   Ces choix ont été définis à partir du travail de terrain. Comme le signale Peirano (2001), les rituels sont des domaines privilégiés de l’expression symbolique 
plus formalisés qui doivent être précisés, ethnographiquement, à partir d’une « définition opérative » et non pas a priori. Ils ouvrent de multiples questions 
de recherche, car ils indiquent et révèlent des expressions et des valeurs d’une société, élargissant, éclaircissant et soulignant ce qui est déjà commun à un 
groupe donné. Sans oublier que ce processus rituel, nous le verrons, ne conclut pas nécessairement une situation liminaire « problématique », mais constitue 
un champ exceptionnel pour y penser.
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Cette analyse abordera la dimension classificatoire impliquant le fromage et sa production 

(cru / pasteurisé ; frais / affiné ; impur / pur, etc). Ainsi, en un sens classique au sein de la discipline, le rituel 

peut être compris comme le mécanisme « faisant passer » d’un état à l’autre,6 d’une condition symbolique 

à l’autre, en un processus impliquant différents acteurs et moments. Ce processus ne se concentre donc 

pas sur un seul événement ou groupe d’acteurs, mais implique une série d’activités accompagnant la « vie 

sociale » du fromage dans un vaste réseau. Ce texte récupérera une partie de ces activités afin de montrer 

les perspectives s’entrecroisant dans ce processus de production et de transformation – biologique et 

symbolique – de l’aliment.

Méthodologiquement, je pars de l’observation réalisée dans un centre de maturation construit en 

août 2013, dans la ville de Medeiros – MG,7 à l’initiative des pouvoirs publics en collaboration avec un 

groupe de producteurs organisés en association locale. Je m’y suis rendu en mars 2015 et en avril 2016. 

Cependant, j’ai également accompagné le processus de fabrication de l’aliment dans des exploitations de la 

région, soit avant son arrivée dans ce centre (où il est maturé, emballé et expédié vers de grands centres de 

consommation), 8 et j’ai suivi sa trajectoire de commercialisation aux mains de différents acteurs sociaux 

qui détermineront, selon la production symbolique accordée à l’aliment, les différents contextes qui seront 

traversés avant la fin de sa « vie sociale ».

Dans cette trajectoire, les nuances de son caractère artisanal délimiteront les différentes classifications 

du produit, mais aussi les acteurs concernés (producteurs, commerçants, scientifiques, etc) dans une 

entreprise qui sera appréciée et jugée par différentes rationalités. Ce processus comporte la perception 

de la performance de l’aliment, dont les aspects visuels, gustatifs et olfactifs se modifient sous l’influence 

d’éléments physiques / chimiques / biologiques (comme la température, l’humidité, l’action de bactéries et 

moisissures), reconnus dans un système de signification qui le fera passer du cadre d’un aliment quotidien 

potentiellement contaminé à celui d’un mets raffiné, ce qui affecte son entourage et lui vaut le nom de 

« produit vivant ».

Dans une société où les chaînes alimentaires sont longues et se caractérisent par l’obscurité de leurs 

relations et connexions,9 clarifier cette trajectoire – les acteurs le font eux-mêmes (tout au moins en partie) 

en choisissant de mettre en avant certains éléments de cette « vie sociale » de la marchandise au premier 

plan (Paxson, 2013) – révèle combien ces acteurs attirent l’attention sur leur propre mode de vie au moyen 

de de cet aliment. Parle le biais de leur fromage, ils vendent leur travail en histoires et explicitent les 

contributions non humaines qui vont des animaux de la ferme aux bactéries et moisissures. Ils établissent 

ainsi les frontières de l’appartenance en même temps qu’ils construisent ces relations. 

6   Je reprends ici un concept similaire à celui de Van Gennep (1978), premier auteur à se consacrer à l’analyse des rituels en tant qu’expressions de dynamique 
sociale. Dans ses études, Van Gennep (1978) perçoit des séquences et des mécanismes universels qu’il appelle « de passage » et traite les rites comme des 
phénomènes composés de trois phases invariables faisant passer les individus d’une position sociale à une autre : « Sous leurs multiples formes, qu’elles 
soient consciemment exprimées ou purement implicites, il y un modèle typique, qui revient toujours : le modèle des rites de passage » (Van Gennep 1978: 191). 
Ainsi, il identifie séquentiellement les phases de « séparation », de « marge » et d’« agrégation », et met particulièrement l’accent sur la deuxième, qui serait 
une phase liminaire, d’indétermination sociale où, avant de revenir à la société avec une position sociale redéfinie, les acteurs se situent momentanément 
hors de la structure, raison pour laquelle elle est perçue comme délicate ou dangereuse. Soulignons que ce concept a influencé de nombreux chercheurs, 
dont Victor Turner (1920-1983), qui reprennent ce thème à partir des années 1960. Je rappelle que mon investissement porte initialement sur un aliment 
affectant son entourage, pas sur des individus.

7   La population de Medeiros, ville située près du Parc National de Serra da Canastra, est de 3 444 habitants, selon le recensement de l’IBGE (2010).

8   Ce lieu est un passage obligatoire pour que le produit réponde aux exigences sanitaires des pouvoirs publics, qui tentent de normaliser (non sans conflit) 
un processus déjà réalisé par des acteurs locaux, nous l’analyserons plus loin. 

9   Il s’agit d’une caractéristique des aliments industriels (Paxson, 2013) dont l’opacité est l’effet du fétichisme du marché sur la marchandise, qui embrume 
leur histoire et confie leur préparation à des spécialistes capables de faire ce choix (biopolitique) pour nous, consommateurs, et leurs gains – sous forme 
de profit – à l’industrie.
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L’univers de production d’aliments fermentés

Avant de pénétrer plus avant dans le contexte du fromage Canastra, il convient de présenter brièvement 

l’univers de production des aliments transformés par fermentation (technique utilisée pour les fromages 

artisanaux) et leurs classifications, car cette pratique ancienne et essentielle à leur préservation porte en elle 

des aspects indispensables à l’étude proposée ici.

Comme l’affirme Lévi-Strauss (2004), traiter des aliments est une activité humaine universelle : « Pas 

plus qu’il n’existe de société sans langage, il n’en existe aucune qui d’une façon ou d’une autre ne fasse 

cuire certains au moins de ses aliments. » (Lévi-Strauss, 2004: 25) Pour cet auteur, ce processus établit une 

différence entre les animaux et les personnes. Selon lui, la dichotomie entre le « cru et le cuit » marque le 

passage de la nature à la culture, en une référence directe ou indirecte à l’invention du feu et, donc, de la 

cuisine (qui serait une métaphore de la transformation de la nature crue en culture cuite).10

Néanmoins, lorsqu’il considère l’importance primordiale de l’étude de la nourriture pour comprendre 

l’humain, Lévi-Strauss se tourne vers un troisième sommet de ce champ sémantique,11 complétant ce qu’il 

appelle le triangle culinaire (Lévi-Strauss, 1979; 2006) : le pourri, qu’il présente comme la transformation 

du cru par des voies naturelles. Lévi-Strauss affirme que les catégories empiriques telles que le cru, le cuit 

et le pourri, définissables avec précision par l’observation ethnographique,12 servent d’outils conceptuels 

pour dégager des notions abstraites et les enchaîner en propositions. Pour lui, la cuisine d’une société est 

un langage dans lequel elle traduit inconsciemment sa structure (Lévi-Strauss, 2006: 448), puisque chacune 

codifie des modèles établis au travers de signes qui lui sont particuliers. 

La cuisine surgit donc comme une technologie de médiation permettant de passer d’un opérateur 

binaire à un autre (comme le passage de la nature à la culture). Néanmoins, peut-être parce qu’il considère 

le passage du cru au pourri comme un processus naturel (qui dispense l’utilisation du feu), il n’a guère 

examiné, dans ce troisième concept, les usages sociaux de la fermentation d’aliments en tant que langage 

chargé de signes et capable de dévoiler des structures.13 Il n’en s’agit pas moins de l’une des formes les plus 

anciennes et les plus importantes, aujourd’hui encore, de « traitement » d’aliments utilisée par l’humanité.

Du raisin au vin, du grain d’orge à la bière, du riz au saké, du lait au fromage ou au yaourt, il y a toujours 

fermentation.14 Pour faire bref, ce processus consiste à mener la décomposition jusqu’à un certain point 

permettant, par exemple, aux agriculteurs de modifier des aliments pour les préserver pendant des mois, 

sans besoin de réfrigération, et survivre aux longues périodes entre deux récoltes ou résister aux mauvaises 

cueillettes (Pollan, 2013). Ainsi, cette pratique a une incidence sur la conduite créative de l’espace entre les 

extrêmes « cru » et « pourri », jusqu’au point approprié pour l’interrompre. Ou, dans une optique moderne, 

sur la domestication (à l’instar d’animaux et de plantes) de micro-organismes à travers les ferments.

Ces caractéristiques font que, pour de nombreuses cultures, le processus de fermentation est lié à des 

mythes et rites magiques ou religieux, ces produits étant adorés et offerts aux dieux.  

10   Son analyse définit le cru comme quelque chose de naturel, sans interférence de la culture, et le cuit comme l’objet ayant subi une modification quelconque 
de l’homme. Dans le troisième volume de Mythologiques, Lévi-Strauss reconnaît toutefois que ce qui sépare le cru et le cuit n’est pas nécessairement l’absence 
de cuisine (il cite même les techniques sophistiquées de découpe et préparation de poissons crus des Japonais), mais l’absence de feu. Ce dernier, quant à lui, 
est considéré comme l’un des fondements de la culture, élément central de l’articulation entre ces deux univers.

11   Sans pour autant abandonner la théorie d’oppositions binaires issue de la linguistique et transposée à son structuralisme.

12   À propos de la construction sociale de cette catégorie, Lévi-Strauss cite l’exemple des alliés pendant la Seconde Guerre Mondiale, pour qui la catégorie 
« pourri » avait un sens plus large que pour les Européens. Ainsi l’odeur exhalée par les fromageries normandes a-t-elle incité les américains à les détruire. 
Pour plus d’exemples sur le « pourri » en tant que catégorie socialement construite, voir les travaux de Blanco (2015). 

13   Il admet cependant que cette cuisine constitue un processus apparemment contradictoire, une technique culturelle conduisant à un résultat naturel. 
Dans les textes Le Triangle Culinaire (1979) et Petit Traité d’Ethnologie Culinaire (2006), il se consacre primordialement aux oppositions entre le rôti et le bouilli, 
prend le fumé comme une forme illustrant l’articulation nature-culture dans la cuisine (qui dépend de deux domaines articulés) et désigne le frit et le grillé 
comme des lieux intermédiaires de ce triangle. Il n’évoque cependant pas l’usage de techniques de fermentation et leur rôle symbolique.

14   On estime qu’aujourd’hui un tiers des aliments consommés par des êtres humains dans le monde entier est fermenté (Katz, 2014).
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Leurs périodes d’apparition et d’expression sont liées à des célébrations15 vouées à ces aliments, qui sont 

essentiels à plusieurs sociétés et créent des acteurs importants vivant autour de cette activité, comme les 

boulangers, les maîtres brasseurs et les fromagers (Almeida, 2015).

Ainsi, depuis qu’elle a été amenée d’Europe, où les fromages étaient essentiellement fabriqués dans des 

monastères de l’Église catholique, dans le sud-ouest de l’état de Minas Gerais,16 où elle a été reproduite dans 

de petites exploitations familiales, la production fromagère a toujours été proche de pratiques rituelles, 

dont certaines à caractère magico-religieux. Il est commun de trouver aujourd’hui dans la région de 

Canastra des rituels liés à tout le processus productif, mais aussi circulatoire, de l’aliment. Le découpage 

du caillé, par exemple, qui marque le début de la fabrication dans les fromageries,17 est réalisée en forme 

de croix, en phase avec les textes d’oraison et les crucifix accrochés aux murs des fromageries, mais encore 

avec les producteurs, qui prient pendant qu’ils pressent la masse. En outre, d’autres rites, plus longs et plus 

sophistiqués, font également partie des activités des fabricants et des fromageries, comme la bénédiction 

des troupeaux, réalisée par des spécialistes de la région aux périodes où le fromage « se fâche »,18 pour qu’il 

retrouve son état normal. Sans parler, nous le verrons au long de ce texte, des autres modes d’affinage du 

produit, dans le contexte traité ici, objet central de cette analyse.

Pour conclure cette introduction sur la fabrication du fromage et ses conséquences, ajoutons que, il y 

a environ 150 ans (à peu près à la période où les fromages portugais commencent à être fabriqués dans le 

pays), Louis Pasteur découvre, entre autres, que la fermentation du fromage ne se doit pas à une simple 

réaction chimique due au mélange de lait et de présure, mais à des êtres vivants microscopiques -, ce qui 

bouleverse complètement la façon de concevoir ce produit aux quatre coins du monde.

Dès lors, comme le démontre Latour (1988),19 deux groupes d’acteurs sociaux ont recours à la science 

pour établir une vision propre de ce thème. Dans celle qui devient hégémonique, les lois de la chimie, 

de la physique et de la biologie gouvernent le processus de fermentation, qui commence à être pensé 

comme la principale manière dont la nature désintègre la matière organique et recycle l’énergie. Cette 

découverte « crée » les premiers liens entre les culture humaine et microbienne, qui deviennent si profonds 

que l’une non seulement nourrit et soutient l’autre en termes biologiques, mais encore qu’elle établit 

des comportements sociaux de l’une pour l’autre (Latour, 1988). Si les microbes causaient des maladies 

dangereuses, il fallait les analyser et trouver une manière de les contrôler, en les tuant ou en les empêchant 

d’agir. Comme le souligne l’auteur,20 cette découverte, ou son appropriation par des mouvements sanitaires, 

a changé le mode de fabrication d’aliments un peu partout dans le monde.

15   Ils me semblent être en accord avec ce que Lévi-Strauss signale à propos du caractère aristocratique du rôti : un processus lié au gaspillage en des occasions 
ouvertes. Cependant, alors que le rôti, en tant que plat principal du repas, est lié à la destruction, les fermentés semblent être liés à la permanence, en tant 
qu’accompagnement du plat principal. Certaines analyses, par exemple, montrent qu’organiser une fête avec une grande quantité de fermentés peut être un 
signe de statut social élevé. De même, partager un bol d’aliments fermentés est un symbole d’hospitalité (Almeida, 2015).

16   Il existe un débat pour savoir quel type de fromage est arrivé dans le sud-ouest de Minas Gerais avec le processus d’expansion maritime et a donné origine 
aux fromages artisanaux fabriqués aujourd’hui dans cet état. Meneses (2006) affirme que leur origine remonte à la fin du XVIIIe siècle dans le centre-nord du 
Portugal, d’où proviennent, dit-il, la plupart des immigrants de Minas Gerais. D’après lui, le fromage artisanal de Minas Gerais est issu du Serra da Estrela, 
fabriqué artisanalement aujourd’hui encore à partir de lait de brebis cru (Menezes, 2006 : 27). Pour sa part, selon Neto (2011), seuls les fromages produits 
dans les îles açoriennes (Pico et São Jorge) étaient fabriqués à partir de lait de vache. Après une comparaison des caractéristiques de ces types de fromage, il 
conclut que le fromage minas artisanal provient des Açores. Mon but n’est pas d’approfondir ce débat à caractère historique.

17   Également appelée « chambre à fromage », la fromagerie est le lieu où le produit est actuellement fabriqué dans l’exploitation.

18   Terme employé dans la région pour désigner les moments où la production ne présente plus le niveau de qualité local, mais un aspect gonflé. Comme il 
s’agit d’un aliment artisanal, donc non standardisé, le même problème peut éventuellement arriver chez tous les producteurs de la région.

19   L’auteur a analysé l’accommodation du champ social à la récente découverte de la vie microbienne au XIXe siècle en France.

20   Latour (1988) observe qu’il y a une liaison entre la transformation de la microbiologie dans la science et la consolidation de la sécurité sanitaire. Il analyse 
comment les représentants de ce mouvement ont immédiatement accueilli les découvertes de Pasteur avec enthousiasme, car elles allaient dans leur sens.
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Alors, pour éliminer les dangers des transformations microbiennes, une connaissance spécialisée 

doit établir un contrôle plus élargi de leurs conditions, ce qui en fait un champ spécialisé devant être 

mis sous sous l’emprise de l’industrie (et, par conséquent, hors du cadre domestique) et laissé aux mains 

d’experts (notamment scientifiques) en la matière, lesquels guideront les acteurs publics vers des décisions 

rationnelles pour protéger la santé publique concernant l’alimentation (Paxson, 2013).

À partir de là, de nombreuses normalisations, notamment la découverte de la pasteurisation,21 

modifient profondément la façon de concevoir les fromages et aboutissent à une division du marché en 

deux camps distincts : artisanal et industriel, actuellement en conflit, à l’échelle mondiale, en raison des 

actions de normalisation des États nationaux concernant la matière première, le lait cru (in natura).22

Le fromage artisanal (fabriqué avec du lait cru) est généralement produit dans des exploitations 

familiales, selon un processus traditionnel (comme dans la région de Canastra). Il présente des nuances 

accentuées par les processus de maturation (deux pièces fabriquées selon des techniques similaires, 

par exemple, peuvent avoir un goût fort différent) et peut emporter la préférence de certains groupes 

de consommateurs qui le recherchent ensuite sur des marchés de quartier ou dans des boutiques 

spécialisées. Le fromage pasteurisé, d’ordinaire fabriqué par de moyennes et grandes entreprises avec un 

lait dont la plupart de la flore bactérienne a été détruite, ce qui supprime toute possibilité de maturation 

et le standardise est le type le plus commun en grande surface. Dans ce cadre, le traitement thermique 

différentie l’aliment en deux camps distincts. Il est ainsi possible de discerner une première paire 

d’oppositions – artisanal / industriel, cru / pasteurisé –, la première plus proche de la nature et la seconde 

liée à la culture (intervention technologique contre les dangers « naturels »).

Au Brésil, ce conflit est accentué par l’adoption de directives internationales de sécurité alimentaire 

parvenant aux producteurs sous forme de lois qui plongent la plupart des producteurs actuels de l’état 

de Minas Gerais dans l’illégalité. Selon la législation,23 quand il n’y a pas pasteurisation, la maturation du 

produit doit être adoptée comme une mesure exigée contre les dangers du lait cru.

Ainsi, tel qu’il circule aujourd’hui dans l’état de Minas Gerais, cet aliment présente trois états 

principaux : frais (au lait cru),24 pasteurisé et affiné. À l’opposition mentionnée plus haut, qui met le cru du 

côté de la nature et le pasteurisé du côté de la culture, vient s’ajouter celle entre fromage frais (au lait cru) 

et affiné (pourri). En tant qu’outil conceptuel, ces distinctions renvoient au triangle de Lévi-Strauss (Figure 

1) et nous aident à comprendre plus profondément la problématique présentée. À l’échelle locale, nous le 

verrons, elles peuvent exprimer en propositions d’autres oppositions de nature cosmologique au long de la 

vie sociale de l’aliment.

21   Le traitement thermique qui consiste à chauffer le lait entre 75o C et 90o C pendant quelques secondes, dans des appareils dotés de dispositifs sophistiqués 
(contrôle automatique du temps, régulateur et enregistreur de température) pour exterminer la flore microbienne.

22   Les Britanniques et les Italiens emploient respectivement l’expression raw milk, (lait brut / cru) et latte vivo (lait vivant). Cru ou vivant, ce lait se différencie 
de ceux qui subissent des traitements thermiques comme la pasteurisation, et ceux qui s’opposent à son utilisation – en général des gens liés à des organismes 
d’État – le voient comme un danger. Cet avis repose sur un constat : la pasteurisation permet de détruire les microbes. Ainsi, dans son essence, un fromage 
au lait cru serait plus « risqué » qu’un fromage au lait pasteurisé, qui serait « sûr » par nature (ou contre elle, par le biais de la culture).

23   Au Brésil, les lois sanitaires régissant la production de fromage se divisent actuellement entre les sphères des gouvernements fédéral, des états et 
municipaux. Les plus importantes sont le Règlement d’inspection industrielle et sanitaire de produits d’origine animale (RIISPOA), issu des réglementations 
internationales adoptées par la Food and Drug Administration (FDA), et celles établies par la Commission du codex alimentarius pour la production d’aliments, 
dont les exigences sont liées à la « qualité » et à l’« innocuité ». J’y reviendrai, notamment en ce qui concerne la législation dans l’état de Minas Gerais.

24   J’insiste sur l’expression « frais (au lait cru) » car, à un certain stage, le fromage au lait pasteurisé est aussi appelé « fromage frais ». Dans mon analyse, 
cette modification par traitement thermique indiquerait déjà un changement de position.
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Je pense ici à la détermination de contrastes distinctifs minimum dans les catégories sociales de 

l’aliment, lesquels expriment des différences dans leur signification sociale et sont actualisés à mesure que 

de nouveaux acteurs s’insèrent dans la chaîne et la rendent plus complexe. La figure ci-dessous est donc liée 

aux états de l’aliment. Elle reflète, entre autres contrastes de sens, des situations de danger ou de pureté, 

mais aussi la proximité avec la culture (par les traitements thermiques que, dans une certaine mesure, 

la cuisson représente) ou la nature (traitement par des voies naturelles, par le pourrissement appelé ici 

affinage). Ces catégories recouvrent une série d’oppositions, comme je le montrerai plus loin.

Figure 1

Le centre de maturation

« À notre époque, on affinait pas le fromage, juste à l’époque de papa. (…) Le fromage jaune (affiné), c’est 

nouveau. C’est comme ça, non ? Ceux d’avant étaient jaunes, mais pour nous, c’est nouveau. Avant, ils étaient 

juste affinés. Mais y avait pas cette quantité ». Entretien avec un producteur de Canastra, octobre 2015.

La maturation des fromages n’est pas vraiment une pratique nouvelle dans la région de Canastra, 

où elle a été restreinte, à partir des années 1980, par l’accroissement du volume de production25 (qui 

a engendré des problèmes logistiques de stockage) et de la vitesse de commercialisation (avec la 

construction et l’amélioration des routes, les moyens de transport plus rapides, l’augmentation du nombre 

d’intermédiaires, outre l’inflation galopante qui poussait les producteurs à vendre leur fromage encore frais 

pour avoir de l’argent plus vite). La préférence des consommateurs des grands centres urbains exigeant de 

plus en plus de produits frais (le moins de temps possible après leur date de fabrication) a également joué 

un rôle majeur dans ce changement.

25   Nombre de producteurs de la région mentionnent combien le nombre d’unités fabriquées par exploitation a augmenté ces 30 dernières années, notamment 
avec l’introduction de techniques de recomposition des pâturages et de compléments et rations alimentaires pour les troupeaux. 
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Les producteurs les plus âgés se rappellent ce changement : le fromage arrivait plus vite sur la table 

de consommateurs, surtout dans l’état de São Paulo, car ils le livraient frais (sans maturation) une fois 

par semaine, et il a remplacé le produit affiné, qui a disparu des marchés populaires des grands centres 

urbains.26

Moi, j’ai été le premier à emmener du fromage frais (dans l’état de São Paulo). Les gens disaient : tu vas jamais 

vendre ça ! Mais moi, j’ai voulu essayer. Et là, ça s’est emballé. Jusque là, je vendais que du fromage affiné ou 

au moins demi-affiné.27 Ça commençait à jaunir, c’était prêt. Après, avec mon cousin, on a eu l’idée de le vendre 

frais et ça a marché. Pendant quatre ans et huit mois, j’y allais toutes les semaines. À l’époque, j’en livrais quinze 

à un commerçant, dix à un autre, vingt à un autre. Pis tout le monde a vu qu’on vendait bien et a commencé à 

faire pareil, vous voyez ? On en faisait pas beaucoup, mais y avait plus de bénéf. » Entretien avec un producteur 

de la région, novembre 2015.

Or, ces dernières années, encore que limitée à quelques producteurs, la maturation a resurgi dans 

la région et avec elle un débat sur des thèmes comme le processus de patrimonialisation du fromage 

de Canastra, car l’Instituto do Patrimônio Histórico e Artístico Nacional (IPHAN - Institut du Patrimoine 

Historique et Artistique National) a classé son mode de production et recommandé son affinage ;28 ou sa 

dénomination d’indication géographique,29 une espèce de certification qui lui été décernée en 2012, selon 

laquelle ce produit doit être maturé. Mais ce débat se retrouve aussi dans l’élaboration de législations 

spécifiques à l’état de Minas Gerais, depuis 2002, comme la loi 10.594 qui présente ce fromage au lait cru 

comme un régime d’exception, en raison des contestations dans le cadre du contrôle sanitaire.

Cette loi d’exception prévoit que, pour vendre ce fromage dans l’état, les producteurs doivent s’adapter 

aux nombreuses règles de l’Institut Agricole de Minas Gerais (IMA), l’organisme de réglementation, dont le 

respect d’un certain temps de maturation du produit.30 Or, bien que cette loi existe depuis plus de dix ans, 

l’immense majorité des producteurs n’a jamais suivi ces pratiques.

Le premier centre de maturation de fromages de Minas Gerais (appelé Centre de Qualité) a commencé à 

fonctionner à Medeiros, en août 2013. Fruit d’un accord entre un groupe de producteurs et d’agents publics, 

cette initiative inédite vise à réglementer le commerce entre états de fromages artisanaux au lait cru, qui 

était encore formellement interdit (quoiqu’il existe clandestinement), entre autres facteurs, du fait que les 

producteurs ne parvenaient pas à prouver que leur produit respectait le délai de maturation exigée par la 

loi.

Ces locaux ont été construits par les pouvoirs publics31 en partenariat avec des producteurs de la région, 

pour servir de référence au commerce du produit.32 Depuis son inauguration, il est géré par une coopérative 

formée par sept producteurs, organisés par l’Aprocame (Association des Producteurs du Fromage 

26   L’usage de la réfrigération, qui retarde le processus d’affinage, est aussi lié par les producteurs au processus de croissance des ventes du produit encore 
frais.

27   Catégorie commerciale concernant les fromages partiellement jaunis, fabriqués depuis dix jours ou moins, selon la saison de l’année.

28   Le label « Manière artisanale de Faire du Fromage de Minas Gerais, dans les régions du Serro et des serras de Canastra et Salitre/Alto Paranaíba » a été 
classé Patrimoine culturel le 15 mai 2008. L’IPHAN l’a inscrit sur le Livre des Savoirs en juin de cette même année.

29   Cette appellation indique la provenance de l’aliment, lui confère une certaine réputation et le distingue par rapport à d’autres similaires disponibles sur 
le marché. Pour avoir le droit de l’adopter, le producteur de la région doit être en règle avec les pouvoirs publics et fabriquer son produit dans une des sept 
communes de production du fromage de Canastra.

30   Sur la base de recherches, le Décret no 42.645 d’août 2002 de l’IMA détermine que « les fromages au lait cru ne pourront être emballés et vendus qu’après une 
période de maturation et l’obtention d’une humidité maximale de 45,9% », soit, actuellement, 21 jours pour le fromage de Canastra. Avant, selon le RIISPOA, 
le commerce entre états ne pouvait avoir lieu qu’après 60 jours de maturation, ce qui, en raison des caractéristiques de ce produit, empêchait sa vente légale.

31   La construction de cette unité a été possible grâce au Ministère du Développement Agraire (MDA), qui y a investi environ 500 000 BRL. D’autres organes, 
comme l’Emater-MG et l’Institut Agricole de Minas Gerais (IMA) ont également aidé à la construction.

32   Outre celui-ci, deux autres centres de maturation sont en construction dans l’état : un dans le Serro (nord de Minas Gerais) et l’autre dans la Serra do 
Salitre (région de l’Alto Paranaíba).
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Canastra de Medeiros). La plupart des règles de fonctionnement du centre ont toutefois été dictées par 

l’organe de contrôle de l’état de Minas Gerais et interdisent, par exemple, aux producteurs qui ne sont pas 

en règle d’utiliser cet espace, ce qui, nous le verrons, créé des tensions.

Rituel, performances et oppositions 

Le Centre de Qualité de Medeiros fonctionne comme un lieu de passage où le fromage arrive de la 

ferme, complètement égoutté, une semaine après sa fabrication.33 Il y reste environ quinze jours, dans des 

conditions d’hygiène, de lumière et de température contrôlées, aux mains des fabricants eux-mêmes qui le 

lavent et le retournent tous les jours. Il respecte alors les trois semaines exigées par la loi de l’état, en une 

tentative des organes de contrôle sanitaire de standardiser le processus d’affinage.

Ces normalisations ont suscité des controverses sur le temps de maturation nécessaire et les 

techniques exigées, qui diffèrent de ce qui est considéré nécessaire localement, du point de vue tant de la 

gastronomique que de la sécurité alimentaire. Dans sa ferme, chaque producteur a sa façon et sa période 

de maturation propres, qui dépendent de la masse de fromage, de la saison de l’année, des variations 

climatiques, de la région de production et même des matériaux utilisés (l’usage de bois, pourtant 

traditionnel, par exemple, est contraire à la loi qui exige l’utilisation de matériaux aseptiques, qui ont une 

influence sur le processus). En outre, l’apparence et le toucher indiquent que le produit a atteint un point 

d’affinage idéal, mais la législation suit un modèle unique et, comme le dit l’un d’eux : « Elle ôte toute 

possibilité de création aux producteurs. »

Enfin, avec cette délimitation dans le temps et dans l’espace, ces objectifs définis, quoique controversés, 

et porteurs de sens, l’affinage des fromages de la région, en particulier au Centre de Maturation, est ici 

pris, selon mes observations de terrain, comme un rituel de passage du produit (Van Gennep, 1978), une 

manière privilégiée d’action sociale et de différentes agences mises en œuvre sur un même objet dont 

elles resignifient la réalité.34 Un lieu de discernement dans le monde social de l’aliment, temporairement 

coupé de sa vie ordinaire,35 dissocié de sa trajectoire (par exemple, des contacts avec les queijeiros 36 et de 

la vente directe au consommateur final), et ultérieurement réincorporé sur un autre niveau du marché 

de consommation, apportant de nouveaux sens et légitimant des liens sociaux. Un moment singulier, 

soulignons-le, dans la vie du produit, étant donné que seule une partie infime des fromages produits dans 

cette région passe actuellement par ce processus.37

Étant donné qu’il s’agit d’un produit artisanal (non standardisé), ses nuances sont incertaines et 

délimitent des différences d’identité dans une entreprise qui sera appréciée et jugée par des rationalités 

différentes sur le parcours de l’aliment. Ici, la dimension conflictuelle entourant la production de fromages 

artisanaux, ainsi que le côté pas toujours prévisible des évènements, supposent que le rituel soit perçu 

33   La fabrication du fromage est toujours réalisée dans les exploitations selon un processus englobant la division du travail familial, en des rapports de 
complémentarité : le lait trait le matin (ou en fin d’après-midi dans quelques exploitations) est emporté à la fromagerie, caillé, égoutté, moulé, puis salé.

34   Comme nous l’avons dit, cette approche met en valeur la formulation selon laquelle les rituels sont définis ethnographiquement, et non a priori par 
le chercheur. Néanmoins, plus que cela, à partir de Peirano (1998), nous récupérons le rituel en trois aspects : dans son statut ethnographique d’évidence 
empirique ; dans sa dimension analytique développée à partir de sa conception comme système de communication symbolique, construit culturellement ; 
et en ce qu’il relève de l’énigme de l’efficacité des actions sociales dans la perspective de qui peut plus parce qu’il croit. Selon cette auteure, comme les rituels 
ne se séparent pas d’autres comportements sociaux dans l’absolu, ils reproduisent, répètent, soulignent ou accentuent ce qui est déjà usuel dans une société 
donnée. (Peirano, 1998: 12)

35   En ce sens, ce sont des moments spéciaux car ils s’opposent au temps ordinaire et concernent la transition des positions, des statuts et de rôles 
(Peirano, 2001).

36   Nom donné aux commerçants informels de ce dans l’État de Minas Gerais.

37   Selon une étude de l’Association des Producteurs de Fromage de Canastra (Aprocan) réalisée en 2014, le temps de maturation du fromage produit 
actuellement à Canastra et de moins de 10 jours dans plus de 90% des cas, seuls 0,21 % des fromages dépassant les 21 jours. Ainsi, plus le fromage affiné est 
vieux, plus il est plus rare.
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dans une optique fondée sur l’observation de situations concrètes. Ce processus implique de percevoir 

la performance38 du produit, dont l’aspect visuel, gustatif et olfactif varie sous l’action d’éléments 

physiques / biologiques /chimiques (comme le climat, l’action d’êtres invisibles – bactéries et champignons 

-, l’usage de techniques exigeant l’intervention de spécialistes), mais aussi symboliques, ce qui le conduit 

à un autre destin. Tout cela transforme l’identité et de l’aliment et des différents agents impliqués 

(producteurs, commerçants, affineurs, scientifiques, consommateurs).

Ce processus est marqué par les oppositions extrêmes qu’un même objet peut assumer au long de 

sa « vie sociale » et qui nous permettront, comme l’affirme Lévi-Strauss (2006), de saisir par le langage 

culinaire les aspects structurels y opérant. Ici, l’opposition fromage frais / affiné est susceptible de se 

décliner en plusieurs dualités, telles que danger et pureté, populaire et aristocratique, informel et formel, 

anonyme et notable, profane et sacré, comme je l’expliquerai plus loin, quand je me centrerai sur ce 

potentiel explicatif. En ce sens, le rituel peut être compris comme un mécanisme de transition d’un état 

à un autre, d’une condition symbolique à une autre, en un processus impliquant, sur un large réseau, des 

acteurs et des moments différents. 

Dans cette situation, la connaissance de chacun des acteurs sociaux selon sa trajectoire et son rapport 

à l’aliment est solennellement rendue possible en arrangements de parole, voire ordonné, marqué de 

savoirs spécifiques révélés aux autres acteurs présents. Ainsi, les groupes constitués, qui sont également 

ceux qui vont garantir ou non l’efficacité rituelle du processus, exécutent, analysent et en tirent profit en 

construisant un langage partagé à travers l’aliment.

Les affineurs et la performance des fromages

Affiner les fromages à Canastra signifie, en un mot, leur faire subir un processus de vieillissement 

temporel qui prend généralement place dans la salle de maturation, un lieu privé conçu pour maîtriser les 

conditions où le produit est l’objet de soins variant beaucoup selon qui les dispense : contrôle de lumière, de 

température et d’humidité, retourner l’aliment tous les jours (pour un processus régulier), le laver (à l’eau, 

à la saumure, au petit lait), le limer, pour lui donner une finition (appelée « râpe » dans la région), le laisser 

« reposer » sur des matériaux spécifiques (torchons, pailles ou bois).

Impliquée dans toutes ces étapes, la figure de l’affineur émerge dans le pays comme un spécialiste 

capable, au moins en partie, de gérer ce processus. En France, ce travail est généralement réalisé par le 

producteur lui-même. Au Brésil, des chefs de cuisine, revendeurs et scientifiques assument aussi cette 

fonction, suscitant une discussion sur la possibilité de réglementer cette profession dans le pays. Cela 

engendre également une controverse sur le lieu où cette activité doit se dérouler, qui peut la réaliser et 

comment. Ainsi, j’ai entendu des producteurs dire « qu’il ne doit pas y avoir d’affineur hors de la propriété, 

car le fromage perdrait ses caractéristiques », des savants affirmer que « l’affineur (commerçant) n’est qu’un 

intermédiaire de luxe » et d’autres argumenter que ce travail ajoute de la qualité au produit.

Par-delà le cadre de production de fromages, les mots « cura » (affinage) et « curador » (affineur) sont 

souvent utilisés en anthropologie pour désigner des pratiques et des personnages ayant des pouvoirs 

médico-spirituels, comme les shamans de tribu, les « pères de saint » et « mères de saint », ayant le 

pouvoir de communiquer avec les esprits des personnes, des plantes et des animaux, rompant les barrières 

corporelles pour ainsi rétablir la santé (physique et / ou psychologique, individuelle ou collective).  

 

 

38   Ici, comme ce terme peut être attribué à différents agents (comme les êtres microbiologiques présents), je parlerai de performance du produit, car ceux-ci 
sont des composants de l’aliment.
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Il est intéressant de noter que, en portugais, ce terme venant du latin cura (acte de guérir, de prendre soin) 

est donc lié non seulement à la conservation d’aliments, mais encore au passage de la maladie à la santé, 

notamment dans des contextes religieux. Pour l’Église catholique, par exemple, le curé, responsable de 

l’administration de la paroisse, soigne les maux spirituels. 

Le mot maturation vient latin maturare (mûrir) et renvoie à un processus de passage (d’une structure, 

d’une forme, d’une fonction ou d’un organisme) à la maturité. Il désigne le développement des êtres vivants, 

dans le sens de les rendre aptes à la reproduction, mais aussi, en psychologie, à l’assimilation d’expériences 

entraînant des modifications et permettant des comportements de plus en plus complexes. 

Dans l’univers des fromages artisanaux de Minas Gerais, ces deux termes convergent. 

L’affinage / maturation implique également des capacités de transformation menées par des spécialistes 

par l’usage d’éléments combinés dans l’aliment (comme l’usage du lait, du caillé ou du sel), de facteurs 

régionaux comme l’altitude de la région et d’éléments climatiques (pluie et soleil), qui sont cités quand on 

évoque ce thème, et, surtout d’éléments biologiques, car le microbiote aura une action directe sur l’aliment.

Dans le cadre de cette étude, l’affineur est celui qui parvient à regrouper ces facteurs de manière 

favorable au développement d’un aliment « mûri », « complexe » et « sain ». Il travaille donc avec toute 

une série d’êtres microbiologiques (bactéries et champignons), invisibles sans l’aide d’équipements ou de 

spécialistes, qui occupent la partie interne (la pâte) et la surface (la croûte) de cet aliment,39 indispensables 

à la spécificité du produit. Comme le dit un producteur-affineur : « Les bactéries, c’est comme notre foi. On 

les voit pas, mais on sait qu’elles existent. » Cependant, elles portent aussi en elles l’idée d’un risque et d’un 

danger (Douglas, 1976) de contamination.

Ainsi, le Centre de Maturation est un lieu de liminarité, étant donné que, socialement, l’aliment n’est 

plus ce qu’il était, mais n’est pas encore ce qu’il devrait être, ce qui peut être compris comme une source 

constante renvoyant à des forces dangereuses, associées à la pollution, menaçant l’« ordre » et la stabilité.40 

Ainsi a-t-il été fermé par le contrôle sanitaire en 2013, période que, outre le préjudice financier, les 

producteurs ont vécu comme la pire honte de leur vie. Un fonctionnaire s’en souvient ainsi :

« Ils sont arrivés en fin d’après-midi et ils ont dit : “à partir de demain, vous pouvez plus vendre votre 

fromage”. Ils ont interdit l’accès et mis le centre de maturation et les fromageries sous scellés. Les producteurs 

avaient les larmes aux yeux. Ils ont dit : “Vous pouvez pas les vendre jusqu’à ce qu’il y ait plus de bactéries 

(pathogéniques).” Après, avec des cotons-tiges et des boîtes de Petri, ils ont inspecté les murs et les étagères. 

Des producteurs qui avaient déjà été inspectés, mais quand ils ont essayé de se mettre en règle, ils les ont 

empêchés de travailler » (Entretien réalisé en avril 2016).

Ainsi, quand j’ai visité le Centre de Maturation, j’ai dû passer par une série d’interdits d’ordre 

hygiénique concernant l’accès à la salle de maturation, où plusieurs fromages étaient exposés. Il m’a fallu 

mettre des bottes en caoutchouc (que j’ai été « obligé » à désinfecter sous une douche dans le couloir avant 

d’entrer), une blouse, des pantalons, un masque et un bonnet, tous blancs, et me laver les mains avec deux 

types de savons. « C’est pour éviter la possibilité que les bactéries pathogéniques entrent », m’a dit un 

fonctionnaire, qui m’a également suggéré certains comportements pour ne pas contaminer les aliments 

dans la salle.41

39   Les bactéries anaérobiques, responsables de la fermentation (production d’énergie à partir du nutriment, sans oxygène), agissent dans cette première. 
Biologiquement parlant, la croûte constitue un nouvel environnement – aéré, humide, sans être détrempé – où agit un autre groupe de microbes aérobiques. 
Elle se distingue non seulement visuellement, mais aussi olfactivement (Pollan, 2013).

40   Comme je l’ai dit, cette phase d’indétermination sociale est perçue comme délicate et dangereuse par Van Gennep (1978), qui l’appelle « marge », et par 
Turner, qui la qualifie de liminaire, en opposition à la situation de son état antérieur et de son état futur.

41   Ce fait me renvoie à l’arrivée du laboratoire pour les producteurs où, comme l’affirme Latour (1988), il est possible, en respectant les normes, de dompter 
la prolifération du microbiote indésirable et de maintenir des rapports sociaux « purs », et, grâce aux technologies modernes, le savant peut prévoir et 
ordonner rationnellement une réalité donnée et chasser et contrôler les miasmes.

92



Leonardo Vilaça Dupin Vibrant v.14 n.1

Dans ce centre, la maturation consiste en l’action d’êtres invisibles, rivalisant pour leur place sur le 

produit. L’affineur doit éliminer ceux qui sont pathogéniques et développer ceux qui sont bénins. Il conduit 

un processus de succession microbiologique où ces minuscules survivants vont libérer dans le produit 

des déchets optimisant les conditions de colonisation de l’espèce suivante et faisant en sorte que, dans ce 

processus de transformation, l’aliment perde de son humidité et de son volume et modifie sa couleur, sa 

saveur, son odeur et sa texture. Autrement dit, l’affineur maîtrise l’art de domestiquer les êtres les mieux 

adaptés à la production de texture, de saveurs et d’odeurs, selon un processus ordonné de pourrissement du 

fromage.

Ainsi les exemplaires alignés sur les étagères en bois du couloir de l’entrepôt montrent-ils ce processus 

comme dans un musée, en une espèce de séquence cadre à cadre, des plus récents (blancs et gros), fabriqués 

il y a peu, sur les étagères du bas, aux plus vieux (jaunes et plus fins), généralement sur les celles du haut.

Les fromages qui arrivent n’ont que sept jours. Encore blancs, ils commencent à peine à jaunir sur les 

bords. À la fin de la deuxième semaine, ils sont déjà tout jaunes. Leur croûte est stable, prête à recevoir 

d’autres hôtes, les champignons, qui la cultivent, raison pour laquelle ils doivent être constamment 

retournés, en creusant des canaux microscopiques permettant à d’autres microbes de se déplacer vers 

l’intérieur du fromage et de participer au surgissement de nouvelles saveurs et de nouveaux arômes. Ces 

pénétrations épaississent graduellement la croûte, qui prend un aspect poussiéreux et dégage une odeur 

forte. Tout est suivi grâce aux étiquettes indiquant le nom du producteur et la date d’arrivée du produit 

dans l’établissement.

Sur la fin du séjour, des controverses surgissent quant aux marques devant être insérées sur le « corps » 

des fromages, lesquelles sont essentielles pour les distinguer de ceux qui sont « hors » du processus : 

ce sont les signes inscrits et visibles de la formation et de la transformation de la nouvelle identité à 

présenter.42 Ainsi, les emballages et étiquettes conformes au modèle exigé par la loi mécontentent plusieurs 

producteurs, car ils peuvent « asphyxier » le produit (ou les bactéries et les champignons présents), 

affectant l’agence de l’aliment et interrompant son développement. 

« Si on l’emballe, le fromage meurt. Le processus de maturation est une dispute entre bonnes et mauvaises 

bactéries. Les mauvaises sont vaincues par les bonnes, qui vivront jusqu’à ce qu’on mange le fromage. Qui parle 

d’emballage ne connaît rien aux fromages. L’emballage du fromage, c’est sa croûte, comme la clémentine et sa 

peau » (Entretien avec un producteur novembre 2015).

Avant de quitter l’entrepôt, les fromages sont pesés, emballés, étiquetés et suivent leur chemin vers la 

vente. Néanmoins, malgré ces controverses et au-delà de ce lieu, nous le verrons, l’affinage est vu comme 

un processus capable d’accommoder des intérêts et des savoirs divers faisant partie de la trajectoire du 

fromage artisanal de l’état de Minas Gerais.

La rédemption du produit : action et interaction dans la construction de l’affinage

Considérer le rituel comme un complexe marqué d’actions et de mots43 révèle ici une sorte de 

transformation du fromage artisanal qui se traduit dans l’expérience concrète des sujets par une série de 

caractéristiques qui lui sont attribuées. Celles-ci proviennent de différents acteurs sociaux, à la formation et 

trajectoire hétérogènes, comme des producteurs ruraux, des scientifiques, des commerçants et des chefs de 

cuisine, entre autres, qui ajoutent leur savoir au fil de la « vie sociale » de l’aliment.

42   De nombreux rites d’initiation ou de passage incluent des rites d’inscription sur le corps (scarification, circoncision, perçage de nez ou des lèvres, etc).

43   Ou, comme l’affirme Peirano (2001), les mots en soi sont des actes et peuvent remplir des fonctions rituelles par leur prononciation, sans préjudice de 
leur efficacité et, ainsi, le dit est aussi le fait.
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Dans les débats récurrents, tous semblent d’accord pour dire que l’affinage procure une série de valeurs 

sociales et apporte un certain prestige tant au fromage artisanal qu’aux acteurs sociaux qui lui sont liés. 

Dans ce processus, la performance du produit en fonction de l’action d’êtres microscopiques et de la 

manière dont ils interagissent entre eux ou avec les humains devient centrale puisque, nous l’avons dit, ces 

micro-organismes doivent être identifiés et stimulés par l’action de ces derniers.

Pour les chefs de cuisine, par exemple, l’affinage est lié à un raffinement esthétique, à une condition 

acquise qui fait du fromage un mets savoureux. C’est le mûrissement d’un fromage au lait cru qui acquiert 

une « personnalité »,44 parvient au point idéal pour la consommation et atteint les caractéristiques 

organoleptiques désirées. C’est là une qualité essentielle pour l’incorporer au menu de leur restaurant.

« Les fromages affinés passent par une procédure de vieillissement. Une couche de moisissure et de ferment 

se développe autour du fromage, lui faisant perdre de son humidité et de sa taille. C’est alors que le fromage 

développe sa personnalité, devient moelleux, parfois même doux (…). Ce statut lui donne non seulement un 

titre, mais sa valeur augmente quand il passe par cette transformation. » (Eduardo Avelar, chef de cuisine. In : 

Jornal Hoje em dia, le 25/10/2015)

Pour les producteurs45 et les propriétaires de boutiques spécialisées qui affinent leurs fromages, il s’agit 

clairement de créer de l’identité et leur ajouter de la valeur. L’affinage développe un caractère différentiel, 

car les bactéries et les champignons qui en sont responsables se développent selon les caractéristiques 

environnementales et sociales de la région, aidant à renforcer des concepts comme celui de terroir46 et 

ouvrant la voie à des certifications comme l’Indication Géographique et à la patrimonialisation47, qui 

ajoutent de la valeur au produit de par son exclusivité.

Pour les spécialistes en microbiologie,48 l’affinage est une manière de rendre le fromage plus sûr pour les 

consommateurs, plus fiable du point de vue sanitaire, y compris pour ceux qui ne peuvent le consommer, 

comme les personnes intolérantes au lactose49, à l’immunité affaiblies (personnes atteintes de cancer, âgées 

ou transplantées et femmes enceintes),50 sans besoin de recourir à la pasteurisation, car la compétition 

entre bactéries élimine celles qui sont pathogéniques.51 Comme l’affirme une chercheuse en ce domaine qui 

soutient la législation dans l’état de Minas Gerais, « L’affinage (cura) est la cure du produit. »

Cette affirmation repose sur le constat que le fromage au lait cru est un écosystème où la compétition 

microbienne prédomine et que l’affinage empêche ses micro-organismes pathogéniques de trop 

se développer, car le terrain est déjà bien occupé. En outre, puisque ces derniers (comme la Listeria 

monocytogenes) raffolent d’humidité, laquelle diminue durant ce processus, plus la maturation du fromage 

est longue, moins les spécialistes trouveront d’agents pathogènes et après une longue période d’affinage, les 

fromages au lait cru en sont généralement exempts. 

44   Ce terme est souvent employé dans l’univers gastronomique.

45   Principalement pour ceux qui sont en règle avec les organismes de contrôle et ont repris la pratique de l’affinage ces dernières années.

46   Ce terme, qui qualifiait d’abord les régions de production de vin, est actuellement utilisé pour les fromages et d’autres aliments. Il désigne une région 
délimitée par l’association de caractéristiques locales – géographie, climat, flore bactérienne, humidité, etc – et de facteurs sociaux dans un produit très 
spécifique.

47   Le Dossiê de Salvaguarda définit l’affinage comme une espèce de perfectionnement essentiel à la patrimonialisation, puisqu’il lie l’aliment à son territoire 
en incorporant des éléments locaux. Par l’affinage, le fromage se transforme, il « améliore sa pâte, sa saveur, sa couleur, sa consistance et ses composants 
nutritifs, lui conférant une richesse hors pair. » (Iphan : 34)

48   Sur le plan empirico-institutionnel, ces professions font partie des Sciences Agraires et Biologiques – notamment à travers la Science et Technologie des Aliments.

49   Le lactose diminue avec le temps d’affinage, car il est consommé par les êtres microbiologiques.

50   Même si ce thème est encore controversé puisque tous les savants ne recommandent pas ce produit à ces publics.

51   Ici, l’affiné et le pasteurisé apparaissent en position homologue à côté de la pureté, s’éloignent du cru (quoique par des voies opposées) et sont opposés 
aux dangers.
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Comme vous le savez, l’affinage est une cure. C’est ça, la maturation. Car, de la traite au produit final, le 

fromage est souvent produit dans des conditions peu hygiéniques. La maturation aide à « curer » le fromage. 

C’est une espèce d’ajustement de l’état sanitaire du fromage, soit une connaissance tacite et scientifique. Nous 

parlons de lait cru, un produit très souvent issu d’animaux atteints de mammite, le plus grand problème de nos 

vaches. Le manque d’hygiène n’est pas intentionnel, il se doit au fait que le producteur n’a pas accès à certaines 

informations, technologies, crédits, etc (…). L’affinage est une manière de combattre les micro-organismes 

néfastes à la santé par la multiplication d’autres organismes inoffensifs pour elle. En outre, ces micro-

organismes sont responsables des changements dans les caractéristiques physico-chimiques du fromage, 

générant ainsi les fromages affinés. », déclaration d’un technicien du Ministère de l’Agriculture, envoyée par 

email le 20 février 2014.

Fondés sur cette prémisse, des statistiques, des indicateurs et des tests en laboratoires, ces spécialistes 

ont récemment conclu que les fromages blancs ou frais existant sur le marché sont « impropres à la 

consommation humaine » et affirment qu’il n’est possible de légaliser le commerce de ces aliments qu’après 

des recherches scientifiques. « C’est le processus qui définira la microbiologie. Et aucune étude ne prouve 

que, dans l’état de Minas Gerais, tout fromage produit avec du lait cru est sûr 22 jours après sa fabrication. 

Parce que la microbiologie est dictée par la technologie », m’a dit une chercheuse. Voilà comment les 

législations se constituent.

Par cette séparation, je ne veux pas dire que le discours de chaque groupe d’acteurs est étanche et 

unique. J’ai tout simplement recours au plus fréquent, qui varie évidemment selon la position et les 

intérêts en jeu. Or, comme ils n’ont pas toujours de position fixe, ces arguments se mélangent très souvent 

dans les discours de ces acteurs. Comme le dit Ingold (2007), plutôt que comme des lignes pointillées, 

ces séparations doivent être vues comme des lignes continues s’entrelaçant. Ainsi, les producteurs sont 

devenus des fromagers (commerçants), les scientifiques (vétérinaires, ingénieurs, etc) des producteurs, les 

chefs de cuisine des affineurs et des scientifiques créant des recettes avec ces fromages, comme j’ai pu le 

constater lors de mon travail de terrain. 

L’affinage est lié à une sorte de purification du produit. Par ailleurs, pour nombre d’acteurs, le fromage 

blanc (frais / cru) de moins de 10 jours est « un très important véhicule de contamination, un risque pour la 

santé publique », à faible valeur sur le marché, qui manque d’identité. De ce fait, il ne peut même pas être 

appelé fromage de Canastra, même quand il est produit dans cette région, car, disent-ils, comme il n’est pas 

affiné, il aura toujours la même saveur, indépendamment d’où il provient.

« Une chose importante pour distinguer les fromages, est de ne les commercialiser que lorsqu’ils acquièrent 

une identité (qu’ils sont affinés). Une saveur, etc. Plus frais, il est plus difficile de les distinguer. C’est pour ça 

que tout le monde veut profiter du nom du fromage. (…) Il est important de faire circuler l’information que le 

fromage affiné a une identité, origine = direct du producteur et facile à tracer. Moins il y a de bactéries et de 

lactose, plus le fromage est savoureux. Il se vend bien et fidélise le client. » Témoignage trouvé sur le réseau 

social #salveoqueijoartesanal, le 1er mai 2015.

Cependant, c’est essentiellement le produit frais (ou semi-affiné) qui emporte la préférence des 

consommateurs. Le commerce qui écoule la plupart de la production de fromages artisanaux ne passant pas 

par un processus d’affinage comprend principalement les marchés de rue et de quartier. « Le fromage blanc, 

c’est pour tous les jours. Quand il commence à devenir dur dehors, il ne sert plus au quotidien » : voilà ce 

que j’ai très souvent entendu quand je demandais aux producteurs quelles étaient les différentes manières 

de consommer le fromage.
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L’étude de Boulianne (2013) sur les différents modes de consommation des fromages artisanaux 

affinés au Canada nous aide à réfléchir à cette question puisque, pour elle, ces fromages sont des produits 

d’exception, associés à des occasions spéciales, différents de ceux qui sont produits industriellement.

« Les fromages fins sont clairement associés à une consommation occasionnelle ; ceux que l’on mange sur une 

base quotidienne ne sont pas des fromages « fins » ; (…) Les fromages fins sont aussi ceux que l’on expérimente 

lors de réceptions et de dégustations offertes par des employeurs, des membres de la famille ou des amis, mais 

aussi des dégustations organisées par et dans des établissements commerciaux. (...) Pour les participants à la 

recherche, les fromages fins sont aussi ceux que l’on savoure lors de moments privilégiés, pour se “gâter” » 

(Boulianne 2013 : 224).

Ici surgissent des similitudes : le fromage blanc est considéré comme un aliment transversal, 

consommé quotidiennement au petit-déjeuner, au déjeuner et au dîner. Le fromage affiné est lié à une 

consommation occasionnelle, à des dégustations et réceptions, et il est savouré en des moments privilégiés. 

Nous pouvons donc dire que ce premier se rapproche du produit pasteurisé, de ce que Lévi-Strauss (2006) 

appelle l’« endo-cuisine » (destinée à un groupe fermé), et ce dernier de l’« exo-cuisine » (que l’on offre à des 

invités).52

« Ces fromages distincts, à l’affinage et au salage exotiques, caverneux, explosifs, fluctuent dans un très petit 

univers et s’adaptent exclusivement à des ambiances festives ou promotionnelles, comme les dégustations, 

etc. Qui mangerait un tel fromage au quotidien ? Je peux me tromper, mais à mon avis, personne ! Même si 

quelqu’un le goûte et l’approuve, on ne peut pas en manger tout le temps (…). Les gens de Belo Horizonte 

aiment le fromage frais, le fromage affiné est peu apprécié. Ils aiment du fromage qui fond. C’est comme ça 

qu’on mange ici. » (Témoignage d’un fromager (commerçant) figurant sur une liste de discussion en février 

2014).

En ce sens dualistique, si le fromage affiné est le plus valorisé, débattu et contrôlé et, d’une certaine 

façon, le plus ambigu, puisqu’il éveille admiration et peur, comme les choses « sacrées », le fromage de tous 

les jours, en revanche, plus accessible car plus facile à trouver et moins cher, opère sur une sorte de marché 

répréhensible des fromages au lait cru. Il peut être compris comme appartenant au domaine du « profane », 

où son origine est obscure,53 comme un « produit nu » (sans la moindre identification) ou, plus rarement, 

vendu avec une étiquette falsifiée, quand il y en a une. Alors, le consommateur est normalement décrit par 

les agents antérieurs comme quelqu’un de « mal informé », à l’écart de la gouvernementalité.54 Ainsi savants 

et commerçants évoquent-ils un travail d’« éducation à la consommation »55 ou une « catéchèse », pour 

reprendre les mots d’un chef de cuisine.

52   Lévi-Strauss (2006) souligne les différences entre le bouilli et le rôti, le premier représentantt une endo-cuisine, soit une cuisine offerte à un petit groupe 
fermé, à usage intime, consacrée au sein de la famille et le second une exo-cuisine, puisqu’il n’est généralement servi que lors de moments festifs, offert aux 
invités de dehors. Pour lui, le rôti serait universellement du côté de la nature, car, n’étant jamais cuit de manière homogène, il se rapproche du cru, tandis 
que le bouilli serait du côté de la culture puisqu’il exige l’usage d’un récipient et de la médiation de l’eau, prouvant un degré plus avancé de civilisation. 
Ainsi, ces catégories sont des paires opposées, respectivement associées au dedans et au dehors, à la vie et à la mort, à l’économie et à la dépense, etc. Mon 
analyse de la consommation des fromages de Minas Gerais montre que le produit frais fonctionne d’habitude comme un aliment à usage intime pour de 
nombreuses familles, pénétrant transversalement au sein du foyer dans pratiquement tous les repas de la journée. Le fromage affiné, pour sa part, en un 
processus encore en construction – occupe une place de choix dans les commémorations et dans des festivités de natures diverses. Consommé en plus petite 
quantité, il est proposé dans des restaurants et des festivals, généralement avec des boissons alcoolisées (comme la cachaça, la bière et le vin). Ici aussi, des 
oppositions entre nature et culture, dedans et dehors, populaire et aristocratique, etc semblent se construire.

53   Généralement appelé « produit sans origine ». Pour tenter de découvrir l’origine des fromages vendus sur le marché central de Belo Horizonte, j’ai demandé 
à plusieurs commerçants le site de fabrication de leurs produits. Ils affirment ne pas le savoir, car les queijeiros transportent les produits de nombreux 
producteurs dans leur camion et les apportent en ville sans aucune identification ou avec des étiquettes falsifiées.

54   Paxson (2013) emploie ce terme foucaldien pour explorer comment les fromages au lait cru se trouvent dans la culture du risque. Pour elle, le pasteurisme 
est une biopolitique basée sur le contrôle indirect des corps humains, à travers la germaphobie. 

55   Quand je travaillais dans une O.N.G. évoluant dans ce champ, j’ai reçu des demandes, notamment de savants, pour commencer un travail d’« éducation 
à la consommation » qui stimulerait les consommateurs à rechercher les fromages affinés, considérés comme plus sûrs et savoureux.
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« Écoutez, y a que moi qui crois que la voie, c’est l’éducation du consommateur sur le processus de fabrication 

du fromage Canastra et son histoire. Pour que le client sache faire la différence entre ce qui est du fromage 

Canastra et ce qui n’en est pas. Au début, je pensais que ça serait difficile de l’introduire sur le marché. Mais 

peu à peu, on voit qu’il ne s’agit que d’un manque d’information. », affirme un commerçant sur le réseau social 

#salveoqueijoartesanal, le 14 avril 2015.

En ce sens, l’affinage représenterait une sorte de passage entre le profane et le sacré, le populaire et 

l’aristocratique, le dedans et le dehors, l’anonyme et le notable. Ce serait « une manière de dompter et de 

vaincre ces êtres (microbiologiques) » (Latour, 1988) ou « de chasser le sous-produit non conforme à l’ordre 

établi » (Douglas, 1976), sans passer par la pasteurisation qui modifierait négativement les aspects gustatifs 

du fromage. L’affinage sauverait des maux du lait cru, car, avec le concours de spécialistes (scientifiques et 

affineurs), les (bonnes) bactéries propioniques veilleraient au passage du produit entre ces deux univers. 

Toutes ces transformations valent à ce type de fromage les qualificatifs « produit vivant » et à « forte 

personnalité », expressions qui dépassent l’euphémisme de l’abondance d’êtres qui y sont présents.

« Le fromage artisanal au lait cru est un aliment vivant, qui s’améliore sans cesse par la reproduction de cette 

panoplie lactique, de cette microflore bactérienne salutaire. Il se transforme constamment dans le processus de 

maturation qui améliore sa pâte, sa saveur, sa couleur, sa consistance et ses composants nutritifs, lui conférant 

une richesse hors pair. C’est là l’une de ses valeurs essentielles. » Dossier de patrimonialisation du fromage 

minas artisanal (Meneses, 2006).

Soulignons en outre que ce processus de rituel semble opérer une inversion : la valorisation de l’aliment 

« vieilli » (généralement tenu pour un aliment sans vitalité en raison de son temps d’exposition) et la 

condamnation du produit cru / frais qui, hors de cet espace délimité de l’aliment, est souvent valorisé dans 

la société contemporaine comme celui dont les composants sont préservés. Entre le frais et le pourri, il 

y a un espace où les personnes utilisent leur créativité pour inverser la valorisation. Et, plus encore, il y 

a une performance du produit (mais aussi des êtres microscopiques) qui implique la construction de la 

purification (salubrité), de l’identité et du goût, qui nous renvoie aux qualités acquises par l’aliment.

Unifiés, les nombreux discours associés à l’affinage agissent en même temps comme un capital culturel 

sur le fromage. L’affinage transporte le produit du champ de l’aliment dangereux à ceux de la denrée 

gastronomique, de la moralité, du manger salutaire (proche des fromages pasteurisés) qui convergent 

ici vers la notion de plaisir et d’appartenance.56 Il ouvre la voie à l’introduction du produit dans l’univers 

de la haute gastronomie et il est convoité par les boutiques spécialisées et les restaurants de luxe, pour sa 

valeur commerciale ajoutée,57 mais il associe également les agents impliqués dans l’aliment à un réseau de 

fabricants et de distributeurs au statut élevé. 

Les témoignages le montrent, ce rapport au produit transforme, par exemple, des commerçants en 

conseillers de vente (« Plutôt que des vendeurs, il nous faut nous devenir des “conseillers d’achat” pour 

faire pénétrer plus facilement la vérité (du produit affiné) dans la tête des habitants de Minas Gerais. » De 

même, les chefs de cuisine deviennent des cheese hunters58 et les producteurs s’associent à un groupe select. 

L’affinage, par exemple, semble permettre à ces derniers d’établir une liaison plus solide entre leur nom et 

56   Du moins pour ce groupe de consommateurs « éduqués » ou qui possèdent un « capital culturel » les rendant aptes à apprécier ces caractéristiques 
organoleptiques, puisque la plupart des consommateurs « mal informés » préfèrent le produit frais pour leurs repas quotidiens. Boulianne (2013) aborde un 
contexte similaire chez les consommateurs de fromage fin au Canada : « Les personnes interrogées dans le cadre de notre enquête ont également manifesté 
ou évoqué un cosmopolitisme culturel associé à la consommation de fromages fins : tout en reconnaissant l’origine européenne de ces derniers, ils ont 
souligné la nécessité de posséder un certain capital culturel pour devenir des mangeurs pouvant apprécier les qualités organoleptiques des (fromages qui 
puent)» (Boulianne, 2013 : 227).

57   Ces fromages peuvent être jusqu’à dix fois plus chers que le fromage blanc ou frais.

58   Terme désignant ceux qui « découvrent » des produits de haute qualité gastronomique dans des fermes et les ramènent en ville. 
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le produit – « fromage de Zé Mário », « fromage de Luciano », etc. Hommes et choses sont alors immergés 

dans un univers de valorisation, où ils définissent une valeur réciproque (Appadurai, 2008: 36).

« Les fromages artisanaux moisis minas, c’est la nouvelle tendance à Belo Horizonte. Tandis que beaucoup font 

encore la gueule, d’autres sont prêts à payer plus cher, voire à faire la queue pour en acheter. On ne les trouve 

pas dans n’importe quelle crémerie ou fromagerie, encore moins dans les boulangeries ou les supermarchés. 

Faut s’y connaître. Ils arrivent en petite quantité et ont un statut de préciosité dans les boutiques spécialisées 

de la ville ; ils sont aussi disputés par des acheteurs d’autres états du Brésil. L’apparence varie beaucoup : elle 

peut rappeler un voile blanc et délicat, comme le fromage Canastra de Luciano Machado (de Medeiros) ou un 

tapis ridé, comme celui d’Eduardo José de Melo, de Serro. Les champignons peuvent être jaunes, marrons, 

oranges. (…) Le Canastra d’Onésio da Silva, par exemple, outre sa croûte légèrement blanchie, est l’un des 

plus crémeux. » (Journal Estado de Minas. Queijo de minas artesanal mofado supera rejeição do consumidor e se 

torna tendência [Les fromages artisanaux moisis minas surmontent le rejet des consommateurs et deviennent 

tendance], 20/10/2015, je souligne.)

Dans un tel contexte, le lieu de production, le nom du producteur et les caractéristiques de l’aliment, 

que l’affinage aide à renforcer, sont étroitement liés. Ces facteurs sont fondamentaux pour que le 

consommateur puisse identifier la qualité spécifique du produit. Ainsi, l’aliment est une sorte d’extension 

morale ou d’empreinte digitale (Paxson, 2013),59 car il porte certaines de ces qualités dans sa biographie. 

Comme le dit un producteur, « Notre nom est sacré. Et le fromage porte notre nom. » Un compliment assez 

commun chez les producteurs de la région – « Votre fromage, c’est l’un des meilleurs de la région » - renvoie 

aussi à des aspects liés aux caractéristiques personnelles du fabricant (hygiénique, soigneux, etc), l’objet 

étant indissociable de la personne.60 Même si, par exemple, un affineur garde longtemps un produit à des 

dizaines de milliers de kilomètres, transformant significativement ses caractéristiques, ce produit portera 

encore le nom (individuel ou familial) du producteur ou du lieu où il a été fabriqué, qui est inaliénable pour 

éviter que l’identité du produit soit transférée à un autre, même si le processus d’affinage et son affineur 

sont liés à sa biographie.

« Le fromage que je produis, j’en suis si fier que j’en ai même la chair de poule. Il porte la marque GP : c’est mon 

prénom, Geraldo, et celui de mon père, Piu. Nous étions toujours ensemble, jusqu’à sa mort. Moi, je suis connu 

comme Geraldo Piuzinho dans la région, donc GP. Je veux que mon fromage porte la marque de mon père pour 

toujours. », dit un producteur. Entretien réalisé en avril 2016.

Dans son analyse de ce type d’appellation des fromages artisanaux aux États-Unis, Paxson (2013) affirme 

que, comme pour un enfant, attribuer un nom à un fromage communique non seulement des informations 

importantes sur la personne nommée, mais a aussi un fort impact sur le développement du produit. Les 

noms visent à réaliser une transmission classificatoire de l’appartenance sociale et renforcent son caractère 

distinctif (Paxson, 2013). Ainsi, ils dénotent non seulement l’identité, mais peuvent signifier le prestige et 

évoquer des connotations l’insérant sur certains marchés, mais pas sur d’autres.

59   « Cheesemakers, after all, want their cheese names to convey unique specificity through a semiotic transfer of their own “hand” in crafting the product, registering, 
as it were, “a real contact, a making, a moment of imprinting by one for whom it acts as a kind of fingerprint; branding” (Coombe 1998; 169). Cheese naming in the United 
States reflects a personal investment in one’s vision and labor, but it is also a crucial marketing strategy. » (Paxson, 2013 : 16)

60   Le contexte me renvoie à l’idée de « personne distribuée » de Gell, au sens où cet objet devient une quasi-extension du corps. Cet attribut bouscule nos 
notions de personne et d’objet.
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C’est ce capital acquis, lié à une identité, qui le transforme en objet moral, digne d’être consommé. 

Comme Boulianne (2013) l’a montré, les fromages artisanaux possèdent une forte charge symbolique 

relevant d’un certain hédonisme. Ils sont devenus des icônes des économies, des histoires et des aspirations 

de la construction d’une identité locale. Ils semblent s’être transformés en un certain type d’objet moral, 

digne d’être consommé non seulement pour le plaisir, mais aussi pour démontrer le soutien politique à sa 

reproduction. Ils sont associés au plaisir résultant d’une vraie appréciation de la saveur, mais aussi au fait 

de faire partie d’un monde, si ce n’est de spécialistes, pour le moins moins de qui sait apprécier de nouvelles 

saveurs et doit être initié et éduqué pour les reconnaître et les estimer.61

En revanche, comme les termes de ces dualités sont complémentaires et ne peuvent être réduits l’un à 

l’autre, l’un ne saurait subsister sans l’autre (Durkheim, 2000). Cette moralité pousse le fromage blanc (sans 

identité) dans le camp opposé. Lorsque l’action des agences positives attribuées par des scientifiques, des 

producteurs et des commerçants est présente, le caractère punitif des pouvoirs publics entre en scène, par 

le biais des contrôles sanitaires. Ainsi ces produits sont-ils souvent saisis sur les routes, les marchés et les 

foires de l’état de Minas Gerais puis jetés dans une décharge sanitaire, comme cela a été le cas en novembre 

2015, lors de mon travail de terrain dans la région. À l’époque, treize tonnes de fromage ont été détruites par 

un organisme de contrôle. Selon le rapport technique, une des raisons était le fait de « garder en stock et 

vendre des fromages sans identification d’origine. »

Observations finales

La maturation, ici comprise comme un rituel unifiant un ensemble de rationalités (écologiques, 

sanitaires, gastronomiques, commerciales, etc), engendre un pouvoir politique efficace. La mobilisation 

des discours de différents acteurs et de leurs institutions (producteurs et leur appel à la tradition, 

scientifiques et leur travail d’analyse en laboratoire, chefs de cuisine et leur attrait esthétique) sur l’aliment 

compose un mode de vie contemporain fondé sur la construction de nouvelles moralités, qui comprennent 

une alimentation saine et sûre. Il y a compréhension collective des « actions symboliques » en cours, le 

produit fonctionnant comme une estafette62 et opérant comme un instrument d’objectivation de plusieurs 

connaissances. Il transmet donc une espèce de message destiné notamment à ceux qui sont insérés dans 

cette « esthétique hétérogène ».

Plus que des changements des caractéristiques physiques du produit alimentaire, il y a conversion 

symbolique (traversée) d’un aliment clandestin (anonyme et potentiellement contaminé) en objet moral 

(alimentation saine), traditionnel (représentant des identités individuelles et collectives), digne d’être 

consommé (non seulement pour le plaisir, mais comme expression du soutien à sa reproduction), qui 

marque des positions sociales d’appartenance et de hiérarchie et redessine la cartographie de sa vente. 

Dans ce processus d’affinage, il perd ses fonctions d’« endo-cuisine », différemment inséré dans les repas 

de famille comme aliment populaire pour ainsi prendre une valeur de mets gastronomique destiné à des 

personnes et occasions « spéciales », un aliment sûr, propre, pur et donc à valeur commerciale élevée.

61   « En ce sens, les fromages fins semblent être une affaire d’initiés» (Boulianne, 2013: 224).

62   J’emprunte ici un terme que Borges (2003) emploie dans un contexte différent, en accentuant le rituel comme système de communication symbolique, 
« texte » à interpréter dans sa profusion de sens.
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« Un groupe de producteurs de fromage artisanal minas de Serra da Canastra, dans le Centre-Ouest de l’état de 

Minas Gerais, adopte des stratégies pour ajouter de la valeur à ce mets et lui garantir une place sur le marché 

gourmet brésilien. Dans la pratique, une vingtaine de fabricants se préparent à vendre une bonne partie de leur 

production comme marchandise spéciale plutôt que comme commodity, pour garantir des prix jusqu’à 100% 

meilleurs. (…) Néanmoins, pour y parvenir, ils se sont mis à prolonger la période de maturation du fromage 

d’une semaine à 22 jours. Selon les recherches universitaires, cela suffit à rendre l’aliment immun à l’action 

de bactéries maléfiques. » (Journal Estado de Minas. Com a união de fabricantes, queijo da Canastra ganha status 

gourmet. [L’union des fabricants confère au fromage de Canastra un statut gastronomique], 06/07/2014, je 

souligne.)

Cette série de subtilités relevant de la manière dont chaque acteur pose sa rationalité sur le produit 

pendant sa trajectoire pour qu’il obtienne le statut de « marchandise spéciale » se révèle comme une forme 

de contre-homogénéisation (du produit, mais aussi des producteurs, des commerçants et des scientifiques) 

ou de création d’un univers d’appartenance restreint. Création qui n’est pas explicitée directement, mais 

s’établit par le biais d’un langage rituel condensant la vie ordinaire et nous fournissant les éléments pour 

comprendre la rhétorique ou le répertoire mis en œuvre par les groupes en question. Ainsi, les intérêts 

communs rendant l’acte viable sont clairs.

En se mobilisant autour de ce qui n’est « apparemment » qu’un seul et même signe – l’affinage –, et 

en en parlant, tous ces acteurs nous suggèrent, par leurs actes classificatoires très particuliers signalant 

les moyens et les modes de vie natifs, les sens que le produit en circulation peut prendre. Aussi, l’action 

conjointe de producteurs, scientifiques et représentants de l’état visant à construire plusieurs Centres 

d’Affinage sous l’égide de l’État repose sur cette tentative de contrôler la territorialité et l’historicité du 

produit en accommodant, quoique de manière inégale, les différents intérêts en conflit.

Pour conclure, il est indispensable de souligner qu’il n’y a pas un fil évolutif unique menant le produit 

(et ceux qui sont impliqués dans son « esthétique hétérogène ») d’un marché à un autre, d’une position 

sociale à une autre. Si ces trajectoires de maturation ont lieu de manière naturalisée pour le produit, 

une appréciation ultérieure, qui n’est pas exempte de valeurs, nous permet de les comprendre comme la 

construction consciente d’un processus social, même si ce dernier n’opère pas de manière visible aux yeux 

des individus.

Ainsi, les intermédiaires que ce produit peut avoir entre ces deux côtés et la manière dont ces 

connexions s’explicitent ou s’obscurcissent est un point fondamental dans l’efficacité du rituel. Si les 

producteurs artisanaux, ainsi que les « intermédiaires » de ce long du processus d’affinage, attirent 

l’attention en mettant en évidence des éléments choisis de cette « vie sociale » des fromages et en 

établissant des frontières avec ceux vendus frais ou produits industriellement, l’inverse a également lieu.

Ainsi existe-t-il des fromages blancs vendus souvent très discrètement dans des boutiques spécialisées 

qui, ignorant les législations, les laissent loin des vitrines, et des fromages affinés qui ne sont pas vendus 

comme « marchandises spéciales », par exemple, quand le marché ne les absorbe pas tous, dont la 

biographie est obscurcie. Comme j’ai pu le constater lors de mon travail de terrain, les produits affinés 

ne trouvant pas d’acheteurs dans cette niche de marché sont confidentiellement vendus à bas prix à 

des intermédiaires, puis sont râpés et acheminés vers les usines de pão-de-queijo,63 où ils terminent 

anonymement leur « vie sociale ». Finalement, c’est un jeu impliquant à la fois révélation et occultation, 

capable de resignifier des vies quotidiennement, qui s’est créé.

63   Sites vers lesquels sont acheminés les fromages défectueux. 
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Abstract

This paper frames the baptism rite conducted at the Aragwaksã ceremony as a performance of the Pataxó 

Indians undertaken in an inter-cultural arena. Using ethnographic data, the article highlights the participa-

tive and creative interaction of Indians and tourists in the execution of the event. Attention will be drawn to 

the functions of the performance and its semiotic possibilities, but especially to the experiential fact. The 

ritual has multivocal potential, and the article focuses on how meanings emerge. Culture and indigenous 

identity are important topics and here the rite is perceived in terms of the communion that it provides, as 

it involves players and audience in the construction of the authenticity of ethnic and potentially traditional 

elements among the Pataxó.

Keywords: Performance; Ritual; Experience; Tourism; Indigeneity; Pataxó.

O rito do batismo no Aragwaksã Pataxó
Resumo

O artigo enquadra o rito do batismo realizado na cerimônia do Aragwaksã como uma performance dos 

indígenas Pataxó efetivada numa arena intercultural. A partir de dados etnográficos, aborda a interação par-

ticipativa e criativa de indígenas e turistas na realização do evento, examinando as funções da performance, 

suas possibilidades semióticas, e especialmente o fator experiencial. O ritual tem potencial multivocal e a 

análise enfoca os meios que proporcionam a emergência de significados. Cultura e identidade indígena são 

temas importantes e o rito é destacado pela comunhão que promove entre atores e plateia envolvidos na 

construção da autenticidade de elementos étnicos e potencialmente tradicionais entre os Pataxó.

Palavras-Chave: Performance; Ritual; Experiência; Turismo; Indianidade; Pataxó.
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The Pataxó baptism rite at Aragwaksã 
Rodrigo de Azeredo Grünewald

Introduction

Aragwaksã is a Pataxó commemorative ceremony that has been held every year since 1999 on August 

1. The term Aragwaksã can be used to refer to the “place where the sacred ritual is held”, but its primary 

definition is the “conquest of the sacred place” (or the “day of victory”). The ceremony usually lasts only one 

day, but in rare cases it may be longer. The Aragwaksã is open to the public and includes the participation 

of a wide variety of people. The various rituals of which it is composed highlight various dimensions or 

functions of the ceremony.

The Indians presented in this article are from the Pataxó indigenous people, of whom there are some 

twelve thousand individuals spread among twenty-five villages in five Indigenous Lands, located in the far 

Southern coast of the state of Bahia, Brazil. I will focus on the Indians of Coroa Vermelha – a location on 

the coast in the municipality of Santa Cruz Cabrália, which began to be inhabited by Pataxós in November 

1972. In April of the following year, more Pataxó families settled there, under invitation from the municipal 

government to participate, at that precise location, in the inauguration by the Brazilian government of the 

landmark for the discovery of Brazil and the first mass celebrated on Brazilian soil by Portuguese colonizers. 

Therefore, the Indians have been territorialized there since the early 1970s, coming initially from the 

“mother-village” of Barra Velha and its surroundings and later from other indigenous settlements. At 

this time, with the construction of federal highways BR 101 and BR 367 – and with the inauguration of the 

monuments mentioned - the Pataxó learned to produce crafts for commercial purposes.  This became an 

economic activity that supported their settlement of this location, initiating their urbanization. Since 

then this urban and commercial village has grown demographically, accompanying a tourist boom in the 

neighboring municipality of Porto Seguro that began in the 1980s.

Because of the touristic, residential and commercial growth at the location, the Pataxó needed more 

territory for agriculture and the extraction of forest products to obtain raw materials for their crafts. Thus, 

in 1996, they occupied a strip of forest close to the beach for agricultural use. On August 1, 1997 the Pataxó 

occupied another nearby forest (in the municipality of Porto Seguro), which was threatened by tractors 

sent by the company that owned the land – placing at risk resources such as piassaba fiber (Attalea funifera 

Martius), seeds and other forest products that they extracted in their widespread walks. This second portion 

of occupied forest was to be preserved as a place where they would conduct work dedicated to cultural 

revitalization. The expectation of an ethnic unity that was being consolidated through a communion 

between culture and nature would characterize the place as “sacred” to the Pataxó of Coroa Vermelha. 

Following work with cultural production, a sustainable tourism project was developed that was allied to 

environmental preservation and the renovation of natural resources. 

In April of 1998, the Indigenous Land of Coroa Vermelha was finally demarcated in two areas: one 

on the beach that included the site of the discovery of Brazil as well as indigenous residences and space 

for commerce; the other included the two forest areas - one earmarked for agriculture and the other for 

environmental preservation and “ecotourism” (which was later renamed “ethnotourism”). In this second 

forest area– with the explicit objective of “experiencing and demonstrating the beauty of our culture 

and preserving the environment” the Associação Pataxó de Ecoturismo (ASPECTUR) [Pataxó Ecotourism 

Association] was created and the Ecological Reserve of Jaqueira inaugurated in 1999 to intensify the work of 

cultural reinvigoration, and allow visits by tourists. 

104



Rodrigo de Azeredo Grünewald Vibrant v.14 n.1

On August 1, 1999, the Pataxó of Coroa Vermelha celebrated the first Aragwaksã to commemorate the 

occupation of that “sacred place” with the participation of other indigenous peoples and non-indigenous 

guests. Since then the Aragwaksã has become established as a tradition of these Indians; a ceremony 

with broad public fraternization that marks their Indigeneity at this location. Each year the Aragwaksã 

has become increasingly popular, attracting Pataxó from various villages, Indians of other ethnicities, 

many tourists (including those who come on commercial tour buses) people related to non-governmental 

organizations, politicians and non-indigenous people in general, who come “to learn more about the Pataxó 

culture”.

The Aragwaksã ceremony involves various activities and rituals, ranging from walks in the forest with 

tourists to singing, dancing, “traditional marriages”, “baptisms”,  a “warrior hunt”, discourses by leaders 

and shamans (pajés), sharing of food and similar activities. Much of the commemoration refers to the idea 

of a cultural conquest, whose “traditional elements” must be conserved, strengthened and transmitted. 

In this article, I frame as performance (Schechner 2006), only the rite of baptism that was held at the 16th 

annual Aragwaksã, on August 1, 2014 and I will evoke the possible functions of this performance amid 

various meanings that it causes to emerge simultaneously. This rite was conducted for the first time by the 

Pataxó at this event. During the previous annual edition of the Aragwaksã, in August 2013, some Maxacali 

Indians, who were there as guests, “passed” on to the Pataxó the idea of the “clay baptism ritual”, as the 

Maxacali said they conducted in their village in the neighboring state of Minas Gerais. Thus, this rite was 

developed at Jaqueira to be performed at the 2014 festival for the first time. 

By framing the baptism, I highlight its singularity among the other rites. When interacting with 

tourists some Pataxó refer to the baptism as the “sacred ritual”. Asad (1993) affirmed that “ritual in the sense 

of a sacred performance cannot be the place where religious faith is attained, but the manner in which it 

is (literally) played out” (Asad 1993: 50). Here, however, I am not examining religious faith that involves 

the celebration of a sacrament, but the idea of “sacred” that appears to relate to the specific ethnicity, to 

a people who are consecrated through practical experiences with elements elaborated to create a sense of 

traditional and spiritual wonder.

By tradition, I understand here a conscious model of arrangements of cultural elements that are 

constituted as references for the identity and history of a group of people. A cultural heritage constituted 

in this way is an historic processual range of their performances, which express much more than static and 

substantive elements of a culture existing in a place (or among a group of people). The range of traditional 

Pataxó performances communicates to them their life experiences as an indigenous people. 

I link this perspective to the realm of the anthropology of experience (in which the anthropology of 

performance is contained) that emerged with the post-modern turn (Turner 1986; 1987; Bruner 1986), and which 

by focusing on “structurally aloof ” elements (Dawsey 2005a: 164), illuminates aesthetic forms through 

which societies experiment creative possibilities through multiple angles and in a state of situationally 

established subjunctivity.  Within it, as Moore emphasized (1978: 52-53) in an epistemological reference to 

the complex relationship between social life and its cultural representation, the factor of indeterminacy 

stands out. For Turner (1986), based on the five moments of the processual structure of the lived experience, 

performance completes experience in all its complexity. Moreover, performance refers us to “a complex 

sequence of symbolic acts” (Turner 1987:75) highlighted through dramas that appear as “a kind of 

metatheatre, that is, a dramaturgical language about the language of ordinary role-playing” (Ibid: 76).

According to Bruner (1986), expressions always involve a culturally and historically contextualized 

processual activity. The text that flows from it has a transformative character and allows a re-experiencing 

of cultural heritage through performance, although the “participants in a performance do not 

necessarily share a common experience or meaning; what they share is only their common participation” 

105



Rodrigo de Azeredo Grünewald Vibrant v.14 n.1

(Bruner 1986: 11). Bruner affirms that “it is in the performance of an expression that we re-experience, 

re-live, re-create, re-tell, re-construct, and re-fashion our culture” (Ibid), and people are thus active agents 

in the historic process of construction of their worlds.

It is also important to emphasize how tourism is part of the Pataxo’s everyday life. Most of the 

audience for the Pataxó cultural representations are tourists. The Pataxó have lived in Coroa Vermelha for 

forty years selling crafts to tourists at the site designated a landmark to the discovery of Brazil. To recall 

Dawsey (2005b), who discussed the performatic state of the daily life of the “boias-frias” (seasonal sugar 

cane workers) – the Pataxó work each day in the huts in Coroa Vermelha where they sell crafts, immersed 

in a metatheater of daily social life under the cross of the discovery. Not just literally under the cross that 

marks the site but under the impact of a modern imperialism or a touristic colonialism (Grünewald 

2015a). In this context, each year on April 26 (the anniversary of the First Mass celebrated in Brazil) a non-

governmental organization  from Santa Cruz Cabrália used to hold a play called the Act of Discovery; to 

reenact the discovery of Brazil. In this production with actors from the NGO and a local monk, the Indians 

were supporting actors in a play produced outside the community. The script addressed the arrival of the 

Portuguese colonizers and culminated in the Catholic baptism of an indigenous child celebrated by a friar 

for large audiences that filled the stands assembled at the location.

Meanwhile, the Jaqueira Reserve serves as a stage constructed by the Pataxó themselves with the express 

objective of cultural renovation and (eco)ethnotourism. At this location sketches on the basis of fixed 

scripts and scenery are enacted, as well as other cultural representations. Rituals and other activities are 

confined to the Indians and more intimate guests. 

In both touristic arenas (Grünewald 2001; 2002; 2003), various senses or meanings can be experienced. 

Since history is “invariably subjective” (Lowenthal 1985: 216), it is always open to negotiation between the 

tourists and the local performers. Both embody them through experiences that are far from mere cognitive 

processes. Thus, by conceptualizing the constructed character of the touristic imaginaries, Chronis (2012) 

highlights them as constructed narratives that have the capacity to create places that stand out as being 

fictional. Meanwhile, “the sensorial experiences of the physical bodies of the visitors (and performers in 

general) would be much more real and constitutive of the understanding of a tourist location and what is 

enacted there” (Grünewald 2015a: 421).

This brings us close to Edensor (2001) who explores the “metaphor of performance” to investigate 

activities in tourist spaces, highlighted by the domain of performatic improvisation that they reproduce, 

challenge and transform. I have identified these areas as a stage model (Grünewald 2012; 2014; 2015a; 2015b), 

which is not an abstract construction made by the researcher for analytical purposes, but a form of 

developing tourism that is shaped in practice by the social actors themselves and is empirically observed. 

Using the example of Jaqueira, the Pataxó of other locations developed a performatic (and highly creative) 

form of ethnic tourism in arenas that were specifically prepared for this professional activity. 

These professional performances, however, are not unconscious and are not related to habits, customs 

or ways of life of the daily identities. They highlight conscious “traditions” explored in the tourism – which 

involve a process of continual (re)construction of shared praxis and space. For Edensor (2001), in addition 

to this, the “tourist space is also (re)produced by tourists, who perform diverse meanings about symbolic 

places, dramatizing their allegiance to places and kinds of action. For the tourists, the performance maps 

out individual and group identities, and alludes to imagined geographies of which the stage may be part” 

(Edensor 2001: 71).

On the other hand, I am reminded of the notion of empty meeting grounds (MacCannell 1992), which are 

vibrant spaces where people are present and have potential for new subjectivities, consciousness and the 

emergence of new cultural forms and social relationships. In these spaces, indigenous peoples and tourists 
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are actors, but as Bruner (2004a) recalled by establishing the notion of touristic borderzone, “the perceptions 

of the two groups are not the same, because what for the tourists is a zone of leisure and exoticization is for 

the natives a site of work and cash income” (Bruner 2004a: 220).

As Bruner did when addressing Maasai performances for tourists (Bruner 2004b), I shall also evoke 

the production and exhibition of a performance, with its “breadth of meanings, ironies, and ambiguities” 

(Bruner 2004b: 128), and not methodologically focus on the varied and ephemeral perception of the 

indigenous peoples and visitors that emerge in such a context. For the case of the Pataxó, if at another time 

I (Grünewald 2009) applied Rosaldo’s (1989) concept of imperialist nostalgia, it was not only to refer to a 

nostalgia of a native way of life that was usurped by colonization, but, above all, to emphasize the nostalgic 

function that emerges as a vehicle of communication and empathy in broader and more ambiguous 

experiences that, through the mote of authenticity, can connect, in performance, the visitors with native 

identities. 

As Bruner (2004b) emphasized, “identities are not given; they are performed by people with agency 

who have choices” (Bruner 2004b: 142). Moreover, the cultures of these indigenous peoples should not be 

considered in terms of authentic substantive items because their culture is continuously changing and 

because there are many variants of a single culture. The elements of Pataxó culture exhibited to tourists 

are creative expressions of their life and even when they are invented or designed specifically for tourist 

audiences, there is often no simulation of an original because there is no original; they involve  “an example 

of cultural production in the borderzone” (Bruner 2004a: 227).  For this reason, even though at Jaqueira 

there are intimate spaces reserved for rituals only for the indigenous peoples and not for tourists in general, 

it is not for us to distinguish (as the Pataxó vernacular also does not), what of their cultural production 

is made and performed for tourists and what is for themselves. There is, perhaps as Bruner (ibid) said, 

“slippage” between the restricted (the intimate) and the borderzone. The natives themselves may not be 

certain what is for them and what  is for tourists. 

Based on these points of view I continue with a post-modern ethnography that, in addition to not 

avoiding a masking of outside influences, will seek to evoke juxtapositions, pastiche and functional 

inconsistency, even celebrating the coexistence of cultural items of various origins in the indigenous 

performances (Babcock 1999). I  also locate the work close to Clifford’s (1986) considerations about allegory 

as a performative ethnographic style that emphasizes figurative elements. That is, a text that – like the 

name Aragwaksã or the baptism that is performed at it – transmits more meanings beyond those that 

are presented in literal terms – thus giving wings to our imagination. If the tourists who visit the Pataxó 

help support an “imagined authenticity” (Clifford 1986: 114) as a nostalgic object of an indigenous cultural 

integrity, this can only emerge as fiction  and by means of the allegoric appropriation of the “pastoral” 

enactment by the individuals in the audience. 

Performance and ritual: background

Acts of symbolic expression appear to mark the aurora of humanity. Performance may even be 

perceived, if not as responsible, at least as present in the transposition between nature and culture. There 

may be a wide variety of purposes or functions of performance, but their composition emphasizes, above 

all, the “dynamic tension between efficacy and entertainment” (Schechner 2006: 81).

Taylor (2013), has affirmed that “performances function as vital acts of transference, transmitting social 

knowledge, memory and a sense of identity by means of reiterated behaviors” (Taylor 2013: 9). But even if 

performance is “based on repetition mimicry, and reproduction to form ethnic, linguistic, and national 

traditions, it also varies to a great extent” (Korom 2013: 2) each time it is performed. As a function of this 
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inevitable variation in performances, their emergent character becomes evident, which refers us “to the 

dynamic quality of performance that allows each expressive event to be shaped by the interactions between 

performers and audiences” (Ibid). In fact, if Singer (1972) has already alluded to “cultural performances” 

in terms of members of a community presenting themselves in public exhibition for others to watch, 

Georges (1969) went farther by pointing to the dynamic and creative tension between continuity and 

innovation in function, even recognizing that the audience also has the right and responsibility to act, to be 

co-performers.

In any case, as Langdon (2007) indicated, based on considerations of Richard Bauman and Roman 

Jakobson, “performance is an event situated in a particular context, constructed by the participants” 

(Langdon 2007: 8) in which the poetic function is dominant by highlighting “the mode of expressing the 

message” and not its content. In each specific situation, given the joint participation of those present, an 

experience emerges – which integrates the corporal, the emotional, the sensorial and the rational – that 

generates meanings and values, or in sum, is a conductor of the production of reality.

In the relation between performers and audience, according to Schieffelin (1985), the emergent 

dimension of the performance goes beyond the text or the structure of the performance itself. The function 

of the performance, “must be sought further in the emerging relation between the performer and the other 

participants (and the participants among themselves) while the performance is in progress” (Schieffelin 

1985: 722). Therefore, I understand that performance can be instrumentalized by the intention of the actors. 

First, we can question, for example, what the Pataxó think that they are doing, or what they intend to do 

with the production of their performances. In the case of the baptism presented here, they refer to it using 

the term ritual. Thus, before, presenting the baptism at Jaqueira, I explore some of the scholarly thinking 

about performance and ritual, focusing on their implications and possible approximations with certain 

spheres of life, especially theater. To do so, I will review classic discussions by Turner and Schechner about 

the issue.

Since Schism and Continuity in an African Society: a study of Ndembu village life, Turner (1957) proposed the 

study of ritual symbols as a series in time and perceived the relationship between them in processual terms. 

Through performance, the ritual symbol is transformed into a factor of social action related to contexts of 

change which are highlighted by an order of intentionality of the social actors. In this way, the symbols are 

subject to the variability of life and pass between order and disorder and stand out most in social dramas 

(Turner 1974). This leads us to consider the scheme this author developed in relation to the dialectic between 

structure and antistructure in the ritual process (Turner 1969). Between one and another of these structural 

positions, there is a space of passage, which is characterized as a limbo, through which the social actors 

creatively pass. If the structure is related to the public order of society, in anti-structure, in a condition of 

liminality, the actors are associated as a communitas,  usually in a manner that is transgressive of the norms 

present in structured and institutionalized relations. This antistructural space is characterized by creativity, 

by multivocality and by a state of subjunctivity with a strong potential for change in the structure. It is 

a space (which is also processual because it carries temporality) that is a generator of metaphors, of the 

sacred, of art, irony, comedy and of criticism of legal and political structures. It is thus, at liminality, with 

all its characteristic ambiguity, that social and aesthetic dramas unfold. This is where people, imbued by the 

spontaneous sense of communitas, symbolically represent momentaneous, ephemeral and alternative roles 

in relation to structure – and which have potential to act in the innovation and revitalization of society.  It 

is in this space, after all, that people have the liberty to transcend structural limitations.  It is the space of 

rituals par excellence: not only for dealing with the sacred, but also for playing, having fun, fantasizing and 

creating. 
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This scheme developed by Turner applies not only to traditional societies, but also to complex, large-

scale industrial societies, where much of the antistructural space is characterized by leisure. As academic 

studies about tourism have shown (Barretto 1995), it was with the advance of the Industrial Revolution, 

with labor in fixed hours and workers’ rights to weekly rest and annual vacations that money earned at 

work came to be used for touristic leisure in places distant from daily life, where people had freedom to 

experiment other worlds. 

By dealing with modern antistructural spaces, Turner perceives them not as exactly equal to the liminal 

spaces of traditional societies, and for this reason, he calls them liminoids (Turner 1982) where “far more 

than in tribal or agrarian rites and ceremonies, the ludic and the experimental are stressed” (Turner 1982: 

37). Leisure and entertainment (as goods), in their most optional and heterogeneous forms and processes, 

being optional and having a great emphasis on individual creations (and authorship), gain strong weight 

in contrast to the concepts of ritual and efficacy characteristic in traditional societies and that usually 

refer to a homogeneity of values and behavior. In the latter case, the acts and symbols processed tend to 

have a mandatory character and emphasize collectivity (and anonymity). But whether a space is liminal or 

liminoid (and of course in modern plural societies both phenomena coexist), a “liberation of the human 

capacities of cognition, affect, volition, creativity, etc” is noted  (Ibid 1982: 44), which generates individual 

and collective experiences of communitas – even if it is not stable, homogeneous, based on order, and is a 

carrier of internal differences, as Steil (1996) showed.

Thus, as Silva (2005) emphasizes, at both the liminal and liminoid a temporary rupture of the flow of 

life stands out that is marked by symbolic and cultural events that are in the extraordinary dimension of 

creativity and reflexivity. In keeping with the transdisciplinary perspective of the post-modern turn – which 

avoids classifications and the paradigms of order – performances (with a status of license) would be precisely 

the moments of interruption of the social order that occur particularly in empty spaces, that is, in marginal 

performative spaces that are evocative of multivocal symbols. 

Using the perspective of theater and analyzing the relationship between performer and audience, 

Schechner (1985; 1988) prefers to avoid a distinction between rite and theater, perceiving that both 

categories are of the same nature: they are performances. Nevertheless, the objective of a rite is efficacy; and 

that of theater is entertainment. Both of these objectives, however, are mixed up so that what is important 

is to note which is preponderant and which is the intentionality of each. In the first case, there is a 

predominance of an intention towards transformation (generally of someone’s status, of existing conditions, 

etc.); in the second case, performance is more focused on transportation, that is, when people flow to states 

that are altered in relation to the usual. But obviously, both phenomena are dynamically interlaced in both 

ritual situations and in aesthetic performances. In addition, if there is a polarity between efficacy and 

entertainment, people will classify the performances as ritual or theater, depending, to a large degree on the 

context and function of the event – of the place, of the circumstances and the proposal. But, the “fact is that 

no performance is pure efficacy or pure entertainment”   (Schechner 2006: 71).

In fact, if performances can contain a large quantity of symbolic elements, how can we know which 

of them are entertainment (or simply aesthetic) and which are efficacy? Which, in fact, does each intend 

to trigger and what do they bring about? For whom? Who knows which of the symbols are effective and 

how they are effective for entertaining or realizing something? How can this be known? How can this be 

transmitted between actors? And given that the audience is part of the performance, how can meaning be 

established based on the interaction between actors and audience (with audience here considered to include 

members participating in a ritual and tourists watching an ethnic spectacle for example)? 

The position taken here is in contrast to a perspective that indicates the efficacy of the symbol 

according to its cognitive bias. In criticism of a structuralist position (or of a symbolism) that seeks to 
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analyze the messages that the rituals communicate, Schieffelin (1985) teaches us to see performance 

(ritual) not as “a text or structure of meanings”, but as “an emergent social construction”. For Schieffelein, 

“what renders the performance compelling is not primarily the meanings embodied in symbolic materials 

themselves…, but the way the symbolic material emerges in the interaction” (Schieffelin  1985: 721).

By recalling that “restored behavior” is the main process of all types of performance, Schechner (2006) 

tells us that it “is ‘out there’, separate from ‘me’”. If then the “units of behavior that comprise ‘me’ were not 

invented by ‘me’”, this allows me to “experience being ‘beside myself ’” (Schechner 2006: 28). It is interesting 

to add the distinction developed by this author between performances that can “make believe” and that 

can “make one believe”. In the first, the distinction between what is real and what is pretend is always 

clear. In the second, the performances create the social realities that they enact. But an emergent semantic 

complicity will also depend on the interaction between the actors and the audience in specific contexts and 

through the most varied means.

In addition, the existence of indigenous societies in which different cultural “streams” (or 

“cotraditions”) (Barth 1984) flow, appears also to raise a question in relation to subjectivation. Obeyeserkere 

(1981) called “subjective imagery” the “process whereby cultural patterns and symbol systems are put 

back into the melting pot of consciousness and refashioned to create a culturally tolerated set of images” 

(Obeyesekere 1981: 169). He affirmed that, “subjective imagery is often protoculture, or culture in the 

making. While all forms of subjective imagery are innovative, not all of them end up as culture, for the 

latter depends on the acceptance of the subjective imagery by the group and its legitimation in terms of the 

larger culture” (Ibid: 169-170).

A tension is also perceived between the individual performative needs for differentiation (or those 

of small groups) and contrary collective (or orthodox) forces that tend to maintain previously patterned 

practices. In this tension, the cultural improvisation or experimentation should be processed within certain 

parameters, even if they are not at all rigid (as in Jaqueira), so that the indigenous audience and that of 

tourists recognize these traditions as an integral part of a certain characteristically indigenous universe, 

and, more specifically, Pataxó.

This tension also involves the universe of the rituals, which possess a potential both for stability and for 

change as a function of their dynamics and the experience that emanate from them. Therefore, according 

to Schechner (2006), even if rituals change circumstantially, they should always give an “impression of 

permanence, of ‘always having been’. This is their publicly performed face” (Schechner 2006: 72). It is 

known, however, that “rituals may also be invented – both by official culture and by individuals. In fact, 

one job of official culture is to make relatively new rituals and the traditions they embody appear old and 

stable. Such an appearance helps support a sense of social stability” (Ibid: 73). In fact, “the need to build 

community is fostered by ritual. And if official rituals either do not satisfy or are egregiously exclusive, new 

rituals will be invented, or older rituals adapted, to meet felt needs” (Ibid: 74). For Schechner, there is no 

pure and genuine division between sacred and secular rituals. 

By highlighting performance as “ritualized behavior conditioned/permeated by play”, Schechner 

advances, affirming that “ritual has seriousness to it, the hammerhead of authority. Play is looser, more 

permissive – forgiving in precisely those areas where ritual is enforcing, flexible where ritual is rigid” (Ibid: 

89). In this way, Schechner has us see that play has strong potential; both of a subversive order, and one that 

is creative of a multiple reality. As experience, this reality is constructed in flow; or that is, when the limit 

between the interior self and the activity executed dissolves and “the player becomes one with the playing”” 

(Ibid: 97). For Turner (1982) – citing Csikszentmihalyi - “flow denotes the holistic sensation present when we 

act with total involvement” and without the need for a “conscious intervention on our part” (Turner 1982: 

55-56).
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When describing the rite of the Pataxó baptism it is thus important to try to capture the experience in 

flow. But, based on their experience, what do the Pataxó understand about what they do? Dilthey (1976) 

maintains that “reality only exists for us in the facts of consciousness given by inner experience” (Dilthey 

1976: 161). As Bruner (1986) affirmed, “what comes first is experience”, which is not limited only to sensitive 

and or cognitive data. It is on this basis that the anthropology of experience highlighted by Bruner “deals 

with how individuals actually experience their culture, that is, how events are received by consciousness” 

(Bruner 1986: 4). It is also worth emphasizing an important distinction this author makes between 

experience – which is internal, an activity of the self that shapes action, and is personal – and behavior – 

which is external and described by the audience of the event. For Bruner, “the critical distinction here is 

between reality (what is reality out there, whatever that may be), experience (how that reality presents itself 

to consciousness), and expressions (how individual experience is framed and articulated)” (Bruner 1986: 

6).  And as Turner (1986) has indicated, experience is completed through the form of expression, which is 

precisely the realm of performance, Well, if performance completes experience, what remains available for 

observation and evaluation of the event by the part of the audience is the behavior and competence of the 

actors to express a reality (constituted by indigenous experiences in interaction with various audiences), 

whose construction will depend on the emergent experience in each one of the observers in the situation of 

estrangement in relation to daily life and possibly even of previous information that supported the reality 

enacted there. 

Finally, passing on to the ethnographic description of the rite of baptism in the Pataxó’s Aragwaksã, I 

also want to emphasize that I will try to keep in mind considerations made by Bauman (1975) concerning 

analysis of a performatic event – which instructs us to focus on the exhibition of the competent behavior 

of actors for a participative and critical audience – framed through keyings that metacommunicatively 

highlight some central moments of the event for the audience, which experiences the actors’ sensations, 

emotions and everything else that fits within human experience. 

The Jaqueira Reserve and the baptism in the Aragwaksã

The Indigenous Land of Coroa Vermelha was approved as such by government in July 1998, 

encompassing 1,493 hectares divided, as I mentioned above, into two spaces. The urban portion where the 

discovery site of Brazil is located includes 77 hectares along the ocean beach. The second space is divided 

in two parts located in two municipalities. The forest area where the Jaqueira Reserve was created has 872 

hectares in the municipality of Porto Seguro. Since 1999, this reserve has been open to tourist visitation.

The tourist trips generally follow a single route that the visitors take with indigenous guides. The visit 

begins at the reception by an Indian at the gate of the Reserve, where the tourists sign a visitors’ book, make 

a payment and receive instructions about the tour. Soon after this entrance post, and passing through 

the mark of the “sacred river” they continue on a trail in the forest until they reach the center of Jaqueira, 

where there are some tourist cabanas or huts, most of which are round. At the reserve there is also a school, 

residential huts, a large kitchen, a hut that is used for intimate rituals exclusive to the indigenous (and rare 

guests) and a football field. But not all of this is accessible to the tourists. 

Upon reaching the center of  Jaqueira, in the “large hut” (at the center of which is a statue of an Indian 

with ritual and decorative elements all around) the tourists are welcomed and hear a talk that describes the 

history, culture and struggles of the Pataxó, the establishment and meaning of the Jaqueira Reserve and 

information about the tour. They then walk to the nursery of native plants and the garden of medicinal 

plants. Afterwards they continue on trails in the forest, stopping to see hunting traps, how a few plants are 

used, they stop in a hut that represents an old type of Pataxó residence (which was reconstructed based on 
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a book from the colonial era) and at another hut that represents the current style of living of those who still 

live in greater isolation. They see how the Indians sleep, how they prepare their meals on embers and how 

they use the leaf of the patioba (a native palm - Syagrus Botryophora) to communicate in the forest. There is 

also a small indigenous museum (with paintings and artifacts) and a hut where crafts are sold (mostly made 

by Pataxó from Coroa Vermelha, but there are also pieces made by other indigenous peoples or those made 

at Jaqueira using materials from other places). The visitors are also offered fish roasted in the patioba leaf 

(“traditional food”) with tea, usually brewed with lemongrass (Cymbopogon citratus). Upon returning to the 

large hut, they happily share native dances. There are also shamanic moments like a session with a person 

who prays over sick people (rezadeira) or conversations with ritual specialists (pajés), and play with bows and 

arrows close to the public restrooms. During the visit the discourse presented by the indigenous guides refers 

to studies conducted with the elders of long lost traditions that have been “revived”. Finally, the hosts show 

the tourists the (post-colonial) symbol of Jaqueira: the fallen trunk of an apparently dead jaqueira (jackfruit 

tree), from which four new jackfruit trees have grown, representing the indigenous revitalization after 

colonization. 

In addition to the trails in the forest, there are footpaths among the huts at Jaqueira. In front of the large 

hut, crossing the circulation path of the visitors, is an installation made from five branches joined in the 

shape of a cone, about four meters tall with a round trunk at the center. Constructed by Maxacali Indians, it is 

about two meters long and sixty centimeters in diameter, sculpted and colored (painted in white, black, light 

blue, red and yellow, forming iconographic patterns with diamonds and triangles) and placed vertically on 

the trunk of a tree—the “trunk of religion” —of about 1.3 meters in diameter, a meter tall and surrounded by 

bromeliads. At the top of the structure – and at its center – the branches are tied with a thin vine to keep the 

structure standing. At the top of the structure the vines are also tied around palm leaves (which are always 

replaced when they dry out), which cover the top, in such a way that the central element remains exposed. 

At the base, at ground level, surrounding the entire structure, there is a thicker circle of woven vine, whose 

diameter (of about 2.5 meters) accompanies the branches where they touch the ground. Between this circle 

on the ground and the bromeliads at the center some sawdust was placed on the ground on the day of the 

ritual I observed. Close to this installation the Pataxó also placed other elements with “spiritual” significance, 

such as a large dream catcher. In addition, a fireplace was assembled there with thick tree trunks piled about 

half a meter tall – as they customarily for leisure or for certain intimate (exclusive) rituals and or for visiting 

friends. For the Aragwaksã ceremony of 2014, in addition to these elements, a mound of clay was placed 

outside the circle at the base of the structure of the trunk of religion. The mound of clay was nearly circular, 

about fifty centimeters in diameter and dark yellow or yellow-ochre in color, which will be simply called 

ocher. It was there, alongside this structure (between it and the fireplace) and using this ocher clay, that the 

Pataxó conducted their first “baptism ritual” on August 1, 2014, in the presence of many Indians, guests, 

visitors and charter tourists.

It appears that a trip through alterity begins at the gate to Jaqueira, which is opened daily to whoever wants 

to experience the tour. On the day of the Aragwaksã, there is a different tour, specific to this ceremony. In any 

case, it all begins at the entrance to Jaqueira, whose gate indicates the border between the non-indigenous 

space of the locality and the indigenous tourist arena, that is, a borderzone where the interculturality is 

professionally processed. The gate (and the entrance post where the visitors sign their names and receive 

instructions about the tour) is a limen that leads the visitors to a liminal/liminoid space of ethnic alterity. 

It is known that all tourism is an intercultural adventure and the tourist activity itself is processed at the 

liminality, in a space (of leisure, of play), and at an antistructural moment in which the tourists associate 

as communitas. At Jaqueira, this liminality is extended to the indigenous fact, with an entrance and exit from 

another ethnic dimension that transports the visitors on trips through imaginary time and space. 
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A first impression of the Aragwaksã of 2014 was the turbulent arrival of the tourists, at about 9 AM, in 

more than two large tourist buses of the large charter tourist company, CVC, and some smaller buses. In 

addition to these tourists, who gathered in groups (carrying all the tourist paraphernalia such as cameras, 

knapsacks, etc.) some visitors arrived in their own cars or by other means of transportation. There were also 

many Indians, some government authorities and representatives of companies. In addition to the visiting 

Indians in general (from Coroa Vermelha and other villages) – dressed in ordinary clothes (shorts or long 

pants shirts, tee-shirts, etc.) – those who stood out were the charter tourists, who entered the Reserve in 

a group that buzzed with commotion as they discussed the novel space and expressed a wide variety of 

interpretations of the scenery.

The tourists from charter groups took turns during this initial part of the visitation: while one group 

left for the walk, following the ordinary tour along the trails with the indigenous guides, another group was 

in the middle of this tour and another was already returning. That is, the groups were sent on the tour in 

blocks in a well-organized manner so that it all flowed easily. As they returned from the tours in the forest 

(and concluding the tour with the tasting of fish and tea in one of the huts) they dispersed through the 

environment of Jaqueira, waiting for the rites of the Aragwaksã to begin.  Many gathered in the hut where 

crafts were sold, others inspected the space, curiously observing the surroundings, others sought to speak 

with the indigenous people. Many children were encouraged to play with the indigenous kids while others 

did not let go of their parents’ hands. In general, among the leafy trees of the Atlantic Forest, and various 

indigenous huts, the highly diverse group maintained a spirit of fraternization. Although various vine 

baskets for garbage are found at Jaqueira for visitors to throw cigarette butts and other waste, a remarkable 

number of tourists were smoking and indifferent to the cleanliness of the place. Nevertheless, the Pataxó 

are incapable of reprimanding their visitors, whom they receive very politely. 

For the indigenous people, the activity began early in the morning when the Pataxó who work in 

Jaqueira travelled by car over the seven kilometers from Coroa Vermelha where they live (only one family, 

including a father, mother and young daughter were living at Jaqueira at the time). On federal highway 

BR-367 there is an entrance (indicated with an enormous sign with photos of the activities at Jaqueira 

announcing the ethnotourism conducted there) to the 2 km dirt road that the cars take to reach the gate 

of the reserve. Entering Jaqueira, the characteristic smell of the Atlantic Forest close to the sea stands 

out, the sound of birds, insects and the rustling of leaves in the breeze. The Pataxó  began the preparation 

of the place with simple tasks such as sweeping, cleaning, organizing the huts, cooking, cutting plants, 

feeding animals (in addition to dogs, parrots and chickens, there is a small cage with a monkey close to 

the crafts hut). The men and boys dressed, as always, in shorts without shirts, and the women in bikini 

tops and shorts – clothes suitable to the daily life of a place with an average temperature of 25ºC, as it was 

on the day of the event. As they checked the trails, the mesca (or amesca - Protium heptaphyllum,) and other 

items required for the fumigation, they remained in silence, apparently concentrating on the day of work. 

At this time was observed a moment of their transition, or transportation, to the condition of actors in the 

performance they would soon perform. Some took the time (mainly women and children) to make crafts, 

while others painted and placed decorations on their bodies: such as the tupiçai (a straw dress made of taboa 

– an aquatic plant [Thypha domingensis (Pers.)]), colored rattles, bracelets, necklaces (even some made with 

beads and the symbols of football teams in their designs), ankle bracelets, arm bracelets – not to mention 

the bodies already habitually transformed with spacers and piercings made of wood (or animal bones) 

inserted in chins, lips, nostrils, ears, etc. They also had a variety of hair styles, including those commonly 

used in the region in various performative styles that signaled a generic tribal meaning. All of this, after 

all, was in preparation for the play that they would perform, transporting themselves to an ontologically 

performative dimension of their reality in which they perform an imagined I-we, but that is (re) constructed 
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in the enactment itself. The plan for the tours, and the performances themselves, must be obeyed to 

guarantee the success of the event (its efficacy), which is the public expression of this imagined I-we.

 For the production of the event and the direction of the plot and script of the play, an hierarchy was 

noted among the actors of Jaqueira, delineated by the most experienced who administer the place. But the 

most important asymmetry to be considered was related to the audience, which should be influenced and 

satisfied by mimetic behavior of the Pataxó actors. The concept of mimesis as developed by Benjamin (1994) 

and Taussig (1993) is important here. If the first author affirms that mimesis is the faculty of producing 

similarity, Taussig specified that it involves the “faculty to copy, imitate, make models, explore difference, 

yield into and become Other” (Taussig 1993: xiii). Based on the mimetic Pataxó behavior, games of 

representation are established that are constitutive of their understanding of the world, which is composed, 

by this means, through the experiences of the actors, making them “sensitive to social representations”  

(Moraes 2013: 133), or, in Taussig’s words, “bringing sensuousness to sense” (Taussig 1993: xiii). According 

to Moraes, many of the “identities are not only based on ideas that the subjects form of themselves, but also 

on their experiences of being themselves and of acting in a convenient manner” (Moraes 2013: 133).

The mímesis emerges as a guiding force in the production of a multiplicity of ways to  be Indian. This 

is perceptible in the various ways that the Pataxó paint or adorn their bodies, as well as by their forms 

of elocution. For there to be homogenization, a certain control of the mimesis is necessary in order to 

harmonize the group of characters in their different performances and competencies. After all, to make 

oneself an Indian, in a performance, involves an ordering of the body, of perception, gestures, affections 

and thoughts. Moraes steers us to this attention through the concept of regency. This is the action of one 

or more regents that will conduct the polyphony of voices, to establish certain unified meanings. This 

becomes even more important because the meanings of the performance emerge from the interaction 

between the actors and the audience. Therefore, the regency must also apply to the audience of tourists 

(and other visitors to Jaqueira, even the indigenous Pataxó themselves), which is also active in the 

negotiation of meanings (or in the articulation of the social construction of the reality). After all, a group of 

interdependencies is needed between actors and audience for the event to be successful. 

The authority of an intentional regency, however, does not appear definitive to us because the meanings 

of the world are also formed by the senses of the body involved in the ephemeral experience of pleasurably 

penetrating this fantastic indigenous universe. The event begins with the arrival of the tourists. Upon 

crossing the entranceway to Jaqueira, the visitors enter an environment ripe with entertainment. On the 

day of the Aragwaksã in particular, the habitual tour is combined with various performances – some staged 

as “rituals” – that transport the visitors to still deeper places of the fantastic Pataxó life. Here the baptism 

rite must specifically be framed. 

The baptism: between actors and audience

The baptism that is addressed here is not the religious baptism to which children are submitted in 

their parents’ churches (Catholic or Evangelical in most cases), nor any other baptism ritual created by the 

Pataxó of Jaqueira to attribute a name to their non-indigenous friends who in some form relate with them 

very positively – as was the case of the anthropologist who wrote this article, who was baptized twice in 

intimate rituals and has received two indigenous names. Baptism in the Aragwaksã, does not attribute a 

name to anyone, nor does it make anyone a member of the ethnic group. It does not change anyone’s status.  

It therefore does not involve a rite of passage (van Gennep 1978). In fact, the baptism in evidence here stands 

out as an aesthetic act of inter-cultural communion.
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At Aragwaksã, it was with the ocher clay placed alongside the installation of the trunk of religion that 

children (both visitors and indigenous) were baptized. Thus amid the conglomerate of various people 

gathered between the large hut and the crafts hut (the two closest to the structure of the trunk of religion), 

some Indians went to the clay, while an Indian woman alongside the structure of the fireplace began to pass 

mesca smoke on the visitors. Four elders (three women and one man) then began to mix the clay, breaking 

up the mound and preparing it for handling during the rite. Seven Indian men emerged from the forest, 

from behind the restrooms, dressed in tupiçai skirts and different body ornaments (highlighted by various 

large and mostly red necklaces) marching, in a line dance, emitting monosyllabic shouts, singing in the 

patxohã language and playing their maracás (indigenous rattles made of gourd [Crescentia cujete] with seeds 

inside) with their right hands – while four of them carried spears in the other hand. Since the baptism 

was the first programed act of the Aragwaksã, this appearance of the Indians singing as they entered was 

important to key to those present that the ceremony was beginning. By arriving while singing, the Indians 

called attention to the people scattered in the environment to something that would happen in a certain 

place. 

In fact, as they reached the trunk of religion, many tourists followed them with their cameras. At this 

time, this installation was being fumigated by an Indian woman who circled it carrying in one hand a pot 

with the smoking material (coal embers with mesca) and holding a granddaughter to her hip on the other 

side of her body. The Indian men continued to dance and sing in a line around the structure, moving in 

a clockwise direction, while an increasing number of people gathered around them. The Indians stopped 

dancing, facing the structure, in the middle of the circle, that is, because there were only seven individuals, 

they occupied less than half of what would be a complete circle around the trunk of religion installation. 

Their faces were colored with clay, each one in a different manner, but all in mostly yellow, red and black, 

The combination of these three colors was in vogue at the time in allusion to the German flag – the 

country whose team had won the 2014 World Cup that year and which was lodged in the region during the 

tournament, and interacted regularly with the Pataxó. Not only the body painting, but the adornments on 

their arms, legs and necks followed the chromatic pattern.

The scene took shape in this way: the ocher mound of clay was on the ground next to the circular 

installation of the trunk or religion with four elderly Indians around it. The seven Indians who had been 

dancing had stopped and faced the installation, following those who were squatting next to the clay. Behind 

the squatting Indians and those who were standing was the fireplace. Finally, a large circle of visitors 

formed who formed a circle, beginning on the side of the installation opposite from the mound of clay, 

around the main installation, passing the Indians, behind the fire and the other Indians, and back to the 

other side of the installation (opposite from the clay). 

One Indian (the son of the first Indian woman who was releasing incense), very well adorned with a 

beautiful ox-bone necklace and a pipe (known as a xanduca, that is, “a sacred pipe” of angico [a typical 

wood from the semi-arid region - Anadenanthera macrocarpa (Benth.) Brenan] of the Kariri-Xocó Indians 

from Alagoas state) lit in his mouth, or at times, held in his left hand, began to walk clockwise. He also was 

spreading incense from amesca resin placed over coal embers in a small rectangular ceramic recipient as 

he walked behind the backs of the Indians who were standing next to the installation, the fireplace and the 

Indians squatting around the clay, and the installation of the trunk of religion.

The Indians who had been dancing began again to sing and spin (now in a row joined by an Indian 

with a small child in his lap and another boy – who was wearing shorts and a tee-shirt) circling around the 

installation, the fire and the Indians (now with two more helpers) squatting around the clay. The Indian 

responsible for the incense spent the entire time releasing smoke and puffing his pipe. A large ceramic pot 

with water was taken to moisten the clay. During the entire rite an Indian stood next to the clay holding this 
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pot so that it was constantly moist. The elder responsible for the baptism knelt down on the ground in front 

of the mound of clay and, with eyes closed, silently prayed amid the loud buzz of people, many pointing 

their cameras. Two indigenous children about four years old – and adorned with necklaces and other 

ornaments – stood next to the clay, which was spread on their bodies by the elder Indian and the other three 

elder women conducting the rite. 

It was then the tourists turn. First, one charter tourist from the bus of the CVC company presented her 

daughter (who was certainly less than one year old) to the Indians responsible for the baptism, who covered 

her completely with ocher clay from neck to feet, leaving only her head clear. The mother, upon taking back 

her daughter, clutched her with a proud smile, and held her hanging by her arms for all the other tourists 

to see and take pictures. Another baby tourist was then passed to the Indians for the baptism and then one 

more girl about four years old. Both had been previously decorated by their mothers with indigenous crafts 

purchased at Jaqueira. One more baby tourist – dressed with only a disposable diaper and crying vigorously – 

was covered with clay. Two other girls of about six or seven and dressed as Indians also presented themselves to 

be covered with ocher clay in the rite underway. The babies were all baptized in silence by those conducting 

the rite and handling the clay. One of the elder women held them over her extended arms with the baby lying 

down (first facing up and then downwards), while the elder man passed clay over the child’s body. When it 

was the older girls’ turn, they stood up and had their bodies covered with clay by the elder women.

Finally, in a moment of informal dispersal, some of the Indians who were singing removed their 

necklaces and asked their companions to pass clay on their trunks (stomach, chests and back). Indigenous 

children not dressed in indigenous style approached the clay and began to play with it without concern at 

this moment in which the Indian men from the dance and others who appeared painted themselves calmly 

and happily. All of the acts of this performance were registered not only by tourists but also by many happy 

indigenous people who, with great interest registered the episodes with cell phones, digital recorders and 

photographic cameras. The Pataxó are aware of the variation and inconstancy of their knowledge about 

their ritual world, which should not be understood as a complete and consistent system, but something 

that is open, with many novelties and opportunities for something new. On many occasions, they were 

interested in registering these performances for research purposes, periodically to review them and reflect 

on opportunities for cultural renovation. 

While the actors in the baptism (both those who conduct the baptism – and their assistants, who go to 

the audience to get the children – as well as those who sing and dance – and release incense) remain absorbed 

in their activities, all of the segments of the audience who approach the baptism to help them express 

considerable curiosity, joy and enchantment. Meanwhile, the indigenous leaders at Jaqueira and other 

villages remained far from the baptism, conversing about various issues. In the same way, other Indians 

(including those from the indigenous education sector, take the opportunity to meet relatives or allies from 

other villages and remain far from the baptism, also engaged in conversation about recent events. The 

baptism had an audience of tourists and visitors in general. Without their engagement it seems that this 

staged “ritual” would not take place. The baptism was not a ritual aimed specifically at the Pataxó, given it 

was certainly prepared for visitors.

After the tourists dispersed, the group of Indian singers enter the forest and soon return using the trail 

in front of the large cabana, shouting and singing in a row and carrying bamboo to which is tied a dead pig 

with its head down and two arrows stuck in its neck (with the shafts pointing up). All of the visitors return 

once again to this second performance (called the warrior hunt), which continued around the installation of 

the trunk or religion (keying for those who remained that another performance was heading  towards another 

location), and then moved close to the kitchen, where the pig was placed on the ground and the Indians 

danced around it. Other performances followed, such as indigenous marriages. 
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For these weddings, all of the tourists (or visitors in general) were summoned (and the tourist 

guides had an important role in leading the tourists to the location) to enter the large cabana, where the 

indigenous leaders spoke to everyone. The other performances were not openly announced, but were keyed 

and received spontaneous adhesion from the audience. In the case of the baptism, for example, while many 

tourists (or visitors in general, indigenous or not), were completely absorbed by the performance, others 

watched less attentively.  Some people were still not watching, holding conversations in various places. That 

is, the degree of participation of the audience during the baptism rite was highly varied, as there were very 

likely a variety of meanings that emerged about this performance in the minds of those present, whether 

among the indigenous actors, visiting indigenous and non-indigenous peoples or tourists who came on 

charter tourist buses. In reality, even before the performance began, the material elements themselves 

(such as the fireplace, the installation of the trunk of religion etc.), already evoked various meanings among 

those present, whether they were active participants or not. In fact, there is a strong presence of materials 

at Jaqueira and the Aragwaksã – and of performances that are enacted at specific moments – which are 

characterized by a deep cultural plasticity. This is an arena for hybrid and varied stylistic resources that 

serve as a guide for new reflexivities and new sensations.  

Everything that happened at the Aragwaksã was evaluated by everyone present, who expressed 

themselves through their bodies, in grimaces, murmurs and other facial expressions, and in discussions - 

ranging from the shallow to profound – about critical elements. For most of the spectators, the ceremony as 

a whole, and in particular the enactment of the baptism rite, was an absolute success because the intensity 

of the play performed promoted a holistic sensation of communion with the broad involvement of those 

present. The engagement of the audience, as Geertz (1978) shows in relation to Balinese cockfights, is 

important for establishing the thickness of an event, making the performance more absorbing – which is 

an important goal for the hosts of the festival. 

At the performance at Jaqueira, the indigenous peoples and tourists interactively co-create a reality 

that constantly retextualizes the Indianness and the specific interculturality. The tourists do not pay great 

attention to the discursive dimensions of the rituals, although the indigenous songs and communications 

in patxohã attract attention and stir curiosity, adding a general sense of native energy to the environment. 

The reality is constructed in the participatory interaction between the performers and the audience 

(because if the group of visiting tourists expresses indifference upon seeing the cultural elements 

performed there, they do not fix them as a reality). In this context, the use of the patxohã language has an 

important role because it establishes a coercive situation of regency of the spectacle (and of construction of 

reality), whose meanings cannot be completely understood by the audience. Nevertheless – or perhaps for 

this reason – the audience becomes the arbiter of the “staged authenticity” (MacCannell 1973) in this arena.

In another article (Grünewald 2009) I discussed how authenticity is an experiential and relational 

issue involving power. What is important to emphasize is that the legitimacy of the performance, as 

representative of an ethnicity, is not only attested to cognitively. A performance is preceded by the 

expectations and anxieties of the people for whom it will take place.  But it is not sufficient to simply 

provide information to the audience about the meaning of the ritual, because the audience should remain 

in movement, curious and absorbed in order to create a link that allows dramatically re-connecting the 

visitors to a nostalgically latent universe if possible. According to Schieffelin (1985), the ritual

“entices, arouses, and intrigues so that the participant constantly strives to get hold of something that 

always seems just out of his or her grasp. The performance is gripping not because of the vivid display of 

symbolic materials but because the symbolic material is incomplete. Reality and conviction reside not in the 

spirit’s message but in the tension produced when some important communication seems at once clear and 

ambiguous. This experience of inconclusiveness and imbalance gives people little choice but to make their own 
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moves of creative imagination if they are to make sense of the performance and arrive at a meaningful account 

of what is happening. In so doing, however, they complete the construction of its reality” (Schieffelin 1985: 721).

Thus, the performance appears as a vehicle for the social construction of reality and people’s 

convictions appear more as drama than as rational thinking. Shieffelin affirms: “ritual in performance is 

a reality apart from its participants” (Ibid: 722), who do not necessarily experience “the same significance 

or efficacy”. In this line it can be said that “in the absence of any exegetical canon”, there is no “‘correct’ or 

‘right’ meaning for a ritual at all”, because

“The performance is objectively (and socially) validated by the participants when they share its action and 

intensity no matter what each person may individually think about it. It follows that the meaning of ritual 

performance is only partly resident in the symbols and symbolic structures of which it is constructed. To a large 

degree (...) the meanings of the symbols and of the rite itself are created during the performance, evoked in the 

participants’ imagination in the negotiation between the principal performers and the participants” (Ibid).

In this way, the rituals have historicity that is given by the performatic executions that constantly place 

structures and scripts at risk through the dramatic practice itself. Moreover, the performances at Jaqueira 

are valorized not for their substantive authenticity, but because they allow the “affective enjoyment of the 

present” which has the potential to produce a volition that generates a will in relation to the future (Turner 

1987: 96). Therefore, I think that through the performative experiences at Jaqueira, the past is reviewed 

and revalorized in the present to be able to reorient practices and symbols of Pataxó identity. Even if this is 

processed in touristic arenas, as we have seen. 

Bruner (2005) reminds us that “performances for tourists have local histories, change over time, and 

are constructed especially to be marketed and sold to an audience” (Bruner 2005: 4) who are generally 

interested “in a good show” and not in authenticity. In fact, he affirms that this issue of authenticity 

is fallacious to the degree that, as I observed among the Pataxó, “there is no simulacrum because there 

is no original. Performances for tourists arise, of course, from within the local cultural matrix, but all 

performances are ‘new’ in that the context, the audience, and the times are continually changing” (Ibid:5). 

To seek authenticity in the cultural items enacted is from my perspective a hallucinatory journey, because 

the images, figures or sensations apprehended are not fixed as an objective reality.

Much to the contrary, the individuals of an audience should note that, both for them and for the 

indigenous actors, reality is composed by “formative and transformative” experiences (Turner 1986: 35) 

that can express both the common and unusual (which, according to Turner, also has its traditions). He 

affirms that, “the point is whether meaningful guidelines emerge from the existential encounter within a 

subjectivity” (Ibid: 36), even if the sense of an absence of meaning is established. 

Final Considerations

When considering daily life at the Indigenous Land of Coroa Vermelha it can be perceived that Jaqueira 

is the main space where extraordinary performances take place. At Jaqueira, a Pataxó communitas guides the 

social and aesthetic dramas  performed there, whether as rites, rituals, or, in sum, as effective performances  

that may even seek to entertain (and what was one can become the other). Interlacing ritual and art, a 

fluidity is noted in the construction of the traditions processed there by the performances that are always 

open to changes, to creativity. It is therefore an environment that is characterized by the occurrence of 

liminal and liminoid phenomena (Turner 1982), while, at the same time that they are part of the indigenous 

ethnicity, are constructed in a post-modern touristic borderzone (Bruner 2004a). Coroa Vermelha is a place 

where plays that involve a certain risk are performed for various audiences, promoting social experiences 
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that are rich in possibilities of meaning for emergent spontaneous communitas.  The Pataxó actors articulate 

both the environment as well as their bodies with the indigenous history and identity which, manipulated 

through performances, act in the social construction of the Pataxó reality, even through a heterogeneity of 

the self.  That is, under the Indian being is found a multiplicity of varied experiences with a predominance of 

the plural modes of interacting bodily to the world, in which the individuals particularly imagine and feel 

themselves to be Indians, based on their own body dispositions. 

There are forms of knowing reality that are different from the rational literary Western mode. 

Among them can be highlighted local knowledge (transmitted orally and by mean of performances) 

that can encompass various way of consolidation, as through bodies.  Schechner (2013) also adds “that 

‘indigenous knowledge systems’ are likely to be performative, embodied. This is what Schechner means 

by “performance as research”  (Schechner 2013: 44). In fact, this is how the Pataxó do research through 

their performances, which are always mutable, renewable, and invented and that act in the permanent 

reconstruction of their world, producing shared cultural understandings. 

Speaking of paleolithic cave dwellers, Schechner suggests that since their time,

“each specific evanescent performance kept and transmitted the script which was more important than any 

single re-presentation. The scripts are performance knowledge, life-sustaining knowledge; knowledge that 

later would be called ‘sacred’. And, when so, the performances would be called ‘rituals’” (Ibid: 52). 

Continuing to follow this author, attention should be paid to the immanence of actions that manifest 

reality, and not to their symbolic representations, which are always at risk because of the transformative 

power of performances. Although the baptism at Aragwaksã stems from an idea that came from the 

outside, from the Maxacali, it is through their own action that the Pataxó construct this new tradition, 

this new “ritual”, as their own reality. They know this reality – with their minds and their bodies – by 

performing it. Moreover, if the performances can be understood as restored behavior, given that they attend, 

as Abreu (2013) affirms, “to a reasonably structured script in a sequence of movements in specific scenes 

that use highly codified elements, we cannot lose sight that these expressions are projected into the future, 

through imaginary and desire” (Abreu 2013: 181). In the fantastic world of the Aragwaksã the participants in 

the festival, as in raves, “revive the idea of a primordial community: the tribe” (Ibid).

In this transportation, people do not change their status. The event is characterized more as a form 

of enjoyment in a liminoid space – although the people can leave from there transformed by the efficacy 

inherent to collective experiences. The transport that takes place in the baptism at Jaqueira also establishes 

a negotiation concerning an unexpected form of power relations. The baptism itself is a poetic that inverts 

a colonially established relationship (as was so often enacted with the participation of the Pataxó in the 

Act of Discovery at Coroa Vermelha), because at Aragwaksã it is the Indians who baptize the children of the 

“whites”.  

For this to have dramatic success a “type of implicit contract” is required between the indigenous 

actors and their audience. As Pacheco emphasizes (2004), citing Schieffelin, there should be an “interactive 

credibility” that does not relate to the notion of belief, but to the “’realization of a practice that can result in a 

certain state of spirit. In this sense, we can say that to act as if one believes is already believing” (Pacheco 2004: 

218). As Mauss (1981) affirmed, the rite creates what it does and is self-sufficient. It has an immanent power. 

But what does the Pataxó baptism create? According to Turner (1986), “all human act is impregnated 

with meaning, and meaning is hard to measure, though it can often be grasped, even if only fleetingly 

and ambiguously” (Turner 1986: 33). The Pataxó baptism is ambiguous and fleeting. It is not precise in 

substantive terms: it is art. It is, as Bauman (2008) said, an act of expression that calls attention to itself. 
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But if the baptism is a “ritual” in Pataxó discourse, Schechner (2006) has taught us to not focus on 

the binary scheme of ritual or art, but to focus on the functions of the performance. If the Indians call it 

“ritual” (and also consider its aesthetic dimensions), it should also be asked: ritual for whom? To meet 

whose demand and for what? The Pataxó’s public certainly does not want to see acts based on the creation 

of individual authors, but an ethnic performance. The authorial nature of the individual and collective 

creations at Jaqueira does not stand out (and is certainly not displayed), because they must be presented as 

ethnic traditions that emanate from an anonymous collectivity and may be immemorial. Moreover, what 

the public wants to see as tribal ritual, the Pataxós perform as “work” (a professional option to jobs in the 

region). In addition, the baptism is a “ritual” that like the other activities in the sphere of work for tourists, 

is not separated from the ludic. This “ritual” play is internally important in the process of revitalization of 

the Pataxó culture.

I do not want to say that the Pataxó attempt to present the liminoid as the liminal; the intercultural 

entertainment as if it was the transformative efficacy of the rite of passage. This is simply not the case at 

Jaqueira, where all these possibilities are interlaced in the performances conducted there. Social and or 

aesthetic dramas provide the experience of the límen, from which powerful multivocal symbols emerge. 

It is up to the Pataxó actors, in their regency, to conduct the audience towards an experience based on a 

certain script. This action should seek to transport people, if possible, to transformative experiences that 

bring about new meanings in relation to the reality under construction. They should construct a persuasive 

rhetoric (and I refer here both to the performance of oral and corporeal languages)  (Csordas 2008) which, 

by breaking the canons of intelligibility naturalized in the quotidian discourse, creates the possibility 

for emergent meanings. The baptism at Aragwaksã is multivocal, it is open to multiple interpretations 

or meanings on the part of all the participants in the performance; whether they are actors, indigenous 

visitors or tourists. As a function of this polysemy, there is little point in asking anyone about the meaning 

of this rite, because it is multiple and its efficacy seeks the metaphoric transformation of the audience 

(including the indigenous one) by redirecting its attention to the Pataxó of Jaqueira. They strive to be 

seen through a new positioning of the look that reconstructs the meaning attributed to the Indians, their 

culture, traditions, history and nature. Rite-art, the baptism at Aragwaksã evokes the existence of meanings 

that are exterior to us, which flow beyond our understanding, and which have us recognize our semiotic 

immaturity.

Translated by Jeffrey Hoff
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Abstract 

Although the symbolic potential of menstrual blood has been widely explored in the context of ritual prac-

tices, this article focuses on the notion of performance and the experiential dimension of symbolic action 

associated with menstruation and menstrual blood. The term menstrual performance refers to various ways 

in which menstrual blood is used as an aesthetic and political expression. These uses are often related to 

artistic settings, but they also occur in more mundane contexts such as social networks in the Internet. The 

argument stresses two aspects of these performances: the emotional resonance of certain physical expe-

riences and bodily substances, such as menstruation and menstrual blood; and the material devices, such 

as the menstrual cup and the internet, that allow these performances involving menstrual blood to grow in 

number and frequency.

Keywords: blood, menstruation, performance, body art.

Sangue (in)visível: performances menstruais e arte corporal

Resumo 

Embora o potencial simbólico do sangue menstrual venha sendo amplamente explorado no contexto de prá-

ticas rituais, esse artigo foca na noção de performance e na dimensão experiencial da ação simbólica asso-

ciada à menstruação e ao sangue menstrual. O termo performance menstrual refere-se às várias formas pelas 

quais o sangue menstrual vem sendo empregado como uma expressão estético-política. Esses usos ligam-se 

frequentemente à esfera da arte, mas também ocorrem em contextos mais mundanos como as redes sociais 

na Internet. O argumento se estrutura em torno de dois aspectos gerais dessas performances – a ressonância 

emocional de certas experiências físicas e substâncias corporais, tais como a menstruação e o sangue mens-

trual; e os dispositivos materiais, tais como o coletor menstrual e a própria Internet, que possibilitam que 

essas performances envolvendo o sangue menstrual cresçam em número e frequência.

Palavras-chave: sangue, menstruação, performance, arte corporal.   
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Introduction

While the symbolic potential of menstrual blood has been widely explored in the context of ritual 

practices (Buckley and Gottlieb 1988; Turner 1967), in this article we would like to take a step away from the 

rules that “frame” the ritual process (Turner 1982: 79) and the sociocultural contexts in which they emerge, 

to focus on the notion of performance and the experiential dimension of symbolic action. By so doing 

we set the ground for a closer examination of what we call menstrual performance, which broadly refers to 

various ways in which women are currently using their menstrual blood to express themselves through art 

(performances, paintings and photographs). Although these uses are often related to artistic settings, they 

also occur in more mundane contexts such as social networks in the Internet.1

Our argument is structured around two general aspects of these performances. The first relates to 

the links between the emotional resonance of certain physical experiences and bodily substances, such 

as menstruation and menstrual blood (Turner 1967; Douglas 1984 [1966]). The other refers to material 

devices, such as the menstrual cup2 and the cyberspace, that make it possible for aesthetical and political 

experiences involving menstrual blood to grow in number and frequency. We argue that these two aspects 

converge to make the experience of menstruation individually and collectively relevant in new and creative 

ways, most notably in artistic performances that rely on making menstrual blood visible. 

In that sense, instead of simply interpreting the symbolism associated to menstrual blood in specific 

ritual practices, we focus on the very conditions that make it possible for these performances to emerge. 

Departing from the exceptional emotional force behind idioms of blood (Carsten 2013), we would also like 

to highlight some of the processes that are helping to re-frame menstrual blood as a potent aesthetic and 

political agent.

Menstrual taboos, symbolic pollution and the symbolic power of blood 

The symbolic potency attributed to menstrual blood has been often explored in anthropological 

studies of ‘taboo’ and of symbolic ‘pollution.’ In their introduction to a whole volume on the anthropology 

of menstruation, Buckley and Gottlieb observe that the comparative study of menstruation points to the 

widespread existence of ‘menstrual taboos’ (Buckley and Gottlieb 1988). Such prevalence has usually been 

interpreted as a sign of female oppression, but a closer examination of the ethnographic data shows that 

the meanings associated to ‘menstrual taboos’ are often ambiguous and multivalent. 

According to Steiner the meaning of the word ‘taboo’ should not be restricted to a set of injunctions 

and prohibitions, but goes back to the Polynesian term tapu (translated as tabu), where the root ta means 

“to mark” and pu is an adverb of intensity, which led him to translate it as “marked thoroughly” (Steiner 

1956 apud Buckley and Gottlieb 1988: 8). In that sense, there is not necessarily a negative, nor positive, 

connotation in the etymology of this word. Rather than a polarity of meaning, Steiner suggests that 

“concepts of ‘holy’ and ‘forbidden’ are inseparable in the many Polynesian languages” (Steiner 1956 apud 

Buckley and Gottlieb 1988: 8). 

Seen from that perspective, menstrual taboos are not simply practical rules with utilitarian origins 

and rational purposes, but instead point to the spiritual and mystical foundation of these injunctions 

and prohibitions. The notion of ‘pollution’ for example, another central concept in symbolic analysis of 

1   We would like to thank the two anonymous reviewer’s critics and suggestions to improve this article. We are also thankful to the interlocution with many 
colleagues, especially Luiz Costa, Soraya Fleischer, Luisa Elvira Belaunde, Maria Laura Viveiros de Castro Cavalcanti, Pedro Ferreira, the participants of 
LEIC-UFRJ (Laboratório de Etnografia e Interfaces do Conhecimento) and the undergraduate students of the “Bodily Fluids and Techniques” course, held by 
Daniela Manica at IFCS/UFRJ, in 2015.1. 

2   The menstrual cup is a silicon cup, flexible and shaped like a bell. It is worn inside the vagina during menstruation to catch menstrual blood. It substitutes 
tampons and pads, but the cup collects menstrual fluid rather than absorbing it.   
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menstrual taboos, is also associated with the boundary work that keeps sacred and profane dimensions 

apart from each other. In her best-known work, Purity and Danger, Mary Douglas (1984 [1966]) traces the 

notion of pollution back to threats to a general symbolic and social order. According to her, substances like 

menstrual blood are coded as pollutant because they breach bodily (and symbolic) boundaries and become 

“matter out of place”. Following Durkheim, she argues that the social relations between men offer the 

prototype for the logical and symbolic relations between things, and that symbolic systems have functional 

goals in the maintenance of society. More specifically, Douglas argues that the body, as an organic bounded 

system, provides a powerful analogy of the social system3. Thus, substances that breach the natural bounds 

of the body, such as menstrual blood, are symbolically coded as pollutants and perceived as possible threats 

to social order. 

In a follow-up article to Purity and Danger, Douglas revised her initial argument, and admitts that 

“although all pollutants are anomalous in terms of a given symbolic order, not all symbolic anomalies must 

be coded as polluting. Rather, anomalies are simply ‘powerful’, according to Douglas, their power being 

granted a negative or positive valence to be determined through specific cultural analysis rather than being 

attributed cross-culturally” (Buckley and Gottlieb 1988: 27). Regardless of denoting ‘pollution’ or simply 

‘power’, boundary-crossing still remains a religious matter in Douglas’s schema (Douglas 1996 [1970]), and 

as such it is closely related to Durkheim’s theory of the relationship between religion and society.  

Although Douglas’s approach to the body as a model of society is paradigmatic for the study of 

menstrual taboo and pollution, it is interesting to note, after A. Strathern (1996), that Douglas is more 

concerned with margins than with total sets of ideas about the body. Yet, as Sanabria (2011) points out, 

Douglas’s focus on the breaching of boundaries also emphasizes bodily or social integrity. In her work on 

menstruation and gynecological examinations and surgeries in Salvador, Brazil, Sanabria departs from 

Douglas by not considering bodily boundaries as either given or fixed, and instead proposes to investigate 

the process of their making. 

More than taking bodily boundaries for granted, Douglas “has her eyes uncompromisingly fixed on 

‘society’ as such” (Strathern 1996: 16). Following Durkheim’s preference for social facts, Douglas is troubled 

for example by the fact that he based his theory of the sacred on psychological factors such as the notion 

of ‘emotional effervescence’ (Douglas 1996: XV). She grapples with this issue by framing the problem of 

sacred contagion in terms of a “moral theory of connections and causes” (Douglas 1996: XVI). By doing 

that, she can put forward her grid-group theory as a way to “transpose Durkheim’s theory of ritual from 

psychology to social fact” (Douglas 1996: XVI) and to account for various levels of emotional engagement in 

rituals across different cultures. But since her theory is based on a standardized ‘social body’ her analysis is 

restricted to macro-social dimensions, disregarding the negotiations of social and bodily boundaries at the 

micro level.

Victor Turner, on the other hand, while also carrying forward Durkheim’s understanding of ritual as 

an efficacious socio-religious phenomenon, was not as troubled by its psycho-physiological dimension. 

Instead, in an early work on ritual among the Ndembu, he argues that ritual symbols have a ‘bipolar’ 

(sensory and ideological) character (St John 2008: 3), in other words, two distinctive poles of meaning. 

While the ideological pole refers to an aggregate of meanings closely related to moral and social order, the 

sensorial pole evokes “desires and feelings” and usually refers to “natural and physiological phenomena and 

 

 

3   Although Douglas’s work on the human body symbolism and pollution is of paramount importance, she was not the first author to relate ideas about the 
body social to the body physical in the study of menstruation. Other than Durkheim himself (1897 apud Buckley and Gottlieb 1988), Mervyn Meggitt also 
connects notions of menstrual pollution to the socio-symbolic logic among the people he studied (1964 apud Buckley and Gottlieb 1988).
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processes” (Turner 1967: 59). Although for Turner, symbols are always social facts, he is less committed than 

Douglas to the idea that systems of beliefs and values can be analyzed apart from how symbolic processes 

are actually lived by individuals. 

That comes up more clearly at the end of an essay on color symbolism in Ndembu ritual (Turner 1967), 

where he openly disagrees with Durkheim and Mauss’s argument that social relations of mankind provide 

the prototype for logical relations between things (Durkheim and Mauss 1963). Instead, Turner inverts this 

argument and postulates that “the human organism and its crucial experiences are the fons et origo of all 

classifications” (Turner 1967: 132). Such crucial experiences refer to human biology and its demands for 

intense experiences of relationship: 

If men and women are to beget and bear, suckle, and dispose of physical wastes they must enter into 

relationships – relationships which are suffused with the affective glow of the experiences. (…) The color triad 

white-red-black represents the archetypal man as a pleasure-pain process. The perception of these colors and 

of the triadic and dyadic relations in the cosmos and in society, either directly or metaphorically, is a derivative 

of primordial psychobiological experience – experience that can be fully attained only in human mutuality 

(Turner 1967: 132).

In other words, to the extent which the color triad white-red-black 

stand[s] for basic human experiences of the body (associated with the gratification of libido, hunger, aggressive 

and excretory drives, and with fear, anxiety, and submissiveness), [it] also provide[s] a kind of primordial 

classification of reality (Turner 1967: 131). 

In that sense, the sacred quality associated with this color triad in ritual contexts is directly related 

to the strong affective overtones of these experiences, which, though immanent in our body, appear to 

transcend our consciousness. According to this interpretive scheme, blood is a powerful ritual symbol with 

deep emotional resonance because it is associated both with the physical experience of the color red and to 

inherently relational experiences such as maternity, war, hunting, kinship etc. (for a more detailed analysis 

see Turner 1967). 

In an introduction to a special journal issue on blood and relationality, Carsten (2013) also connects 

the material properties of blood with its symbolic potential and emotional resonance, as she sketches 

out a ‘theory of blood’. In her discussion, she stresses the interpenetration of the metaphorical and literal 

meanings of blood, observing that blood has some special material qualities (besides just color) such as 

liquidity and fungibility, that lend it an “unusual capacity for accruing layers of symbolic resonance” 

(Carsten 2013: S1). 

According to Carsten, some of blood’s particular qualities “are closely tied to its material attributes and 

its bodily manifestations, others involve symbolic or metaphoric elaboration, but often the distinctions 

between physical stuff and metaphorical allusion seem porous and difficult to disentangle” (Carsten 

2013: S4). Although the meanings attributed to blood are far from self-evident and stable across different 

cultural contexts, many authors associate the special qualities of blood and its range of resonances with “a 

heightened propensity to evoke emotional responses” (Carsten 2013: S13). 

Many works have examined the mobilization of the emotional resonance of blood in artistic and 

political contexts. Copeman (2013), for instance, in this same issue, explores the use of human blood in 

paintings of portraits of Indian martyrs for Independence in a Museum in Delhi.
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He stresses the uncommonness of this choice (“the use of human blood for purposes of ‘art’, and mass 

political communication”). The restrictions frequently applied to the flow of bodily substances reinforce 

their “marked expressive force” (Copeman 2013: S150). As Carsten argues, commenting on Copeman’s 

article, 

the interpenetration of metaphorical and literal meanings of blood is especially dense, and the emotional 

resonance of these pictures rests on the complex entanglement of historical, national, medical, and bodily 

perceptions of sacrifice (Carsten 2013: 6). 

Copeman shows how, in spite of the appeal of the color red and blood’s fluidity and tangibility, the 

portraits started to fade with the passage of time. This material inadequacy of blood as an ink evoked then a 

creative solution: after being previously made from the artist’s own blood, in a second moment, a campaign 

was launched to collect “blood for use in re-touching the portraits”. According to Copeman, the recreation 

was made with “multiple mingled bloods” coming from 125 Indians from various castes, religions and 

geographic provenance. (Copeman 2013: S157). 

Blood, then, may not be good ink, but that does not diminish the impact on viewers when they learn 

that the portraits were made from such a bodily substance. And in this case, this “technical problem” (and 

the irony of memory-fading on the portraits) was solved by convoking the population of India to contribute 

by donating blood and hence by “re-temporalizing” the sacrifice previously made by the “many citizens 

who died fighting for freedom” (Copeman 2013: S153). 

Copeman notes that this actualizes the problematic of ‘representation’ and ‘presence’ in body art (see Jay 

2002). The portraits had to be constantly re-touched, which made their composition a result of multiple and 

mixed blood, from the various donors, and also of the artist’s engagement in reinforcing the faded parts 

with new blood. In a way, they demand a continuous process of re-making, which made somehow all these 

donors, and the artist himself, bodily ‘present’ in the portraits.   

From ritual to performance

The symbolic power and emotional resonance of blood does not totally explain the enormous attention 

menstrual blood has received. In recent years, it has become a central element of a number of aesthetic 

performances and body art. It has also been widely talked about and made visible in social networks, such 

as Facebook and Instagram, inviting debates on various topics – from health, nature and environmental 

causes, to sexuality and gender relations. In fact, a general trend towards turning menstruation into 

a publicly shared experience is now considered to be part of a larger reconfiguration of the feminist 

movement (Bobel 2010). In order better to understand this widespread, and yet often unarticulated, 

exploration of the symbolic potential of menstrual blood in the context of art, contemporary feminism and 

broader political debates, we now turn to some internal intellectual developments in Turner’s theoretical 

interests, more specifically his growing focus on performance and in the experiential dimensions of 

symbolic action4.

In a famous article written in 1958 and that later became the first chapter of Forest of Symbols, Victor 

Turner defined ‘ritual’ as a “prescribed formal behavior for occasions not given over to technological 

routine, having preference to beliefs in invisible beings or powers regarded as the first and final causes of all 

effects” (Turner 1967: 19). Although throughout his career Turner moved away from an “earlier emersion in 

4   For a review of Turner’s intellectual trajectory and central themes in his work see Cavalcanti (2013), and for his turn to an anthropology of experience, see 
Dawsey (2013). In this same issue of “Sociologia e Antropologia”, there is also an interview about Turner’s impact on Brazilian Anthropology (Cavalcanti, 
Sinder and Lage 2013).  
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the semantic complexity of ritual” (St John 2008: 3) and grew more and more interested in the experiential 

and processual aspects of social life in his later works, he still retained the religious component of this 

definition when trying to grapple with the notion of ritual, and performance, in complex societies. In an 

essay on the ‘the anthropology of performance’ for example, he differentiates his use of the term ‘ritual’ 

from those of Schechner and Goffman based on the traditional Durkheimian dichotomy ‘sacred’/ ‘profane’ 

(Turner 1987). According to Turner, these authors refer to ‘ritual’ simply as “a standardized unit act, which 

may be secular as well as sacred, while [he] mean[s] the performance of a complex sequence of symbolic 

acts.” (Turner 1987: 75).

Yet, as Turner turns his ethnographic focus from small, non-literate societies, where social cohesion 

fits Durkheim’s classification of ‘mechanical solidarity’, to complex, organic-solidarity societies, he also 

had to deal with a different dynamic as far as the ‘sacred’/ ‘profane’ dichotomy is concerned. From a context 

where symbols and rituals were an obligation, where social solidarity was based “on a homogeneity of values 

and behavior, strong social constraint, and loyalty to tradition and kinship” (Turner 1982: 73), he turns 

his analytical gaze to a context where symbolic and ritual activity became a matter of individual choice, 

leading to the emergence of aesthetic, fragmentary and liminoid genres (Turner 1982, 1985). But if much 

of the ‘emotional effervescence’ associated with sacred rituals stemmed from the strong moral obligations 

and collectivity of simple societies, how to account for sacred phenomena in the context of contemporary 

symbolic and ritual activity?

Turner’s answer to this question is partly articulated in his seminal article “Liminal to Liminoid, in 

Play, Flow, and Ritual” (Turner 1982), where he introduced the concept of ‘liminoid’. This concept refers to 

leisure settings and is usually associated with marginality and social critique, but it still retains some of the 

numinosity (even if in a residual form) inherent to the concept of ‘liminality’ in Turner’s former conceptual 

scheme. Turner sees liminoid genres both as residues of past sacred ritual forms, and as a resurgence of 

these forms. As St John points out, the historical exegesis articulated by Turner in this essay5 represents 

an attempt to grapple with contradictory dispositions – “[t]he first disposition involves the loss, or 

attenuation, and the second the resilience, or rebirth, of the sacred.” (St John 2008: 9). 

Rather than simply a contradiction, it is important to understand this theoretical development as a 

general tendency in Turner’s work towards deemphasizing the normative aspect of ritual, and a greater 

attention to the processual quality of social life. Overall, Turner becomes more and more interested in 

the ‘flow’ of action and interaction within the ritual frame and its capacity to produce new insights and 

meanings among participants (Turner 1982). The sacred dimension of ritual in this case, can be understood 

in terms of its ability to engage the performers in a self-transcending flow, capable of convincing the 

“performers that the ritual situation is indeed informed with powers both transcendental and immanent” 

(Turner 1982: 80). In this context, a focus on performance is never simply about evaluating compliance 

with or deviation from normative models; but instead it should offer a glimpse into the very process of 

actualizing norms and rules and making them socially as well as personally relevant. 

All in all, Turner’s mature work expresses “a fascination with the way sociocultural ‘structures’ are 

produced or reproduced – the formed, performed” (St John 2008: 3), which also led him to a growing 

concern with the experiential dimension of symbolic action as a critical dimension of the (re)production 

of culture. Since the beginning of his career, Turner had proposed the ‘social drama analysis’ as a way to go 

past the tendency within anthropology to “represent social reality as stable and immutable, a harmonious 

configuration governed by mutually compatible and logically interrelated principles” (Turner 1987: 73). 

As he transitioned into an ‘anthropology of experience’, Turner becomes more concerned with how social 

5   And some other essays published around this time (see for example Turner 1982: 83, 1985: 166).
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actors “assign meaning to their transactions and interactions” (Turner 1985: 155). He also turns to the work 

of Sally Moore (1976) to argue that social reality is ‘fluid and indeterminate’, depending on regularizing 

processes to continually produce the patterned aspects that make it seemingly fixed. According to Throop, 

such closer examination of the processes of meaning assignment in social life led Turner to outline a model 

of experience “that rests on the assumption that its temporal structure creates an ever-present tension 

between its coherence, order and fixity and its fluidity, flux and indeterminacy.” (Throop 2003: 224).

Turner’s increased emphasis on processual analysis can also be understood as a response to the 

challenges posed by the growing complexity of contemporary society, with its numerous and ever-shifting 

set of contexts in which people act and interact. Rather than well-defined, obligatory ritual action, he 

now refers to “a multiplicity of desacralized performative genres” assuming “the task of plural cultural 

reflexivity” (Turner 1985: 166). 

This multiplicity led him to make a distinction between ‘social’ performances (which include social 

dramas) and ‘cultural’ performances (which aesthetic or stage dramas), and yet all these performative 

genres retained the ability to offer a “reflexive metacommentary on society and history as they concern the 

natural and constructed needs of humankind under given conditions of time and place” (Turner 1985: 166). 

The situated and temporal nature of such reflexive metacommentary made Turner seek in the ‘structure 

of experience’ a way to grapple both with the fluid and transient nature of postmodern social contexts, 

and with the search for coherence, order and fixity in social life. He borrows the notion of ‘structure of 

experience’ from Dilthey (1976: 210), who bases it on the distinction between ‘mere experience’ and ‘an 

experience’:

Mere experience is simply the passive endurance and acceptance of events. An experience, like a rock in a 

Zen sand garden, stands out from the evenness of passing hours and years and forms what Dilthey called a 

‘structure of experience.’ In other words, it does not have an arbitrary beginning and ending, cut out of the 

stream of chronological temporality, but has what Dewey called ‘an initiation and a consummation’ (Turner 

1986: 35, emphasis in original).

The idea of ‘an experience’ as something that stands out and has a structure also incorporates 

the transformative and reflexive potential of liminal experiences engendered by ritual processes and 

contemporary performances. According to Turner, “man is a self-performing animal – his performances 

are, in a way, reflexive, in performing he reveals himself to himself ” (Turner 1987: 81). Yet, experience is 

never a totally personal matter. Instead it is acquired by “participation immediately or vicariously through 

the performance genres in sociocultural dramas” (Turner 1987: 84). 

In the sections that follow we expand the notion of ‘structure of experience’, moving beyond the 

traditional sociocultural elements associated with it, to incorporate the sensorial and material affordances 

that also contribute to making one experience stand out from others. On the one hand, that means 

going back to Turner’s ideas about the sensorial pole of meaning in ritual symbols, to explore what 

Luhrmann called the “phenomenological immediacy” of visual symbolism (1989)6. In the case of menstrual 

performances discussed below that means attending to the strong affective overtones associated both with 

the physical experience of the color red and to the primordial psychobiological experiences (Turner 1967) 

associated with (menstrual) blood.

6   In an ethnography about ritual magic in contemporary England, Luhrmann identifies a general tendency “to interpret symbolism by means of an analogy 
with language, and in particular, to stress its semantic, organizational character.” (1989: 238) Without denying the semantic quality of visual symbolism, 
she argues that “there is [also] a phenomenological immediacy to the mental image of a symbol which is not part of our ordinary language understanding 
of the use of words.” (1989: 238)

130



Daniela Tonelli Manica, Clarice Rios Vibrant v.14 n.1

On the other hand, that also means expanding our understandings around what constitutes a “stage” 

for an experience to stand out from others. Rather than restricting it to the spaces of social seclusion in 

traditional rites of passage, or to the actual stage of a theatrical drama, we argue that certain technical 

devices, such as the menstrual cup, the Internet and digital social networks, act as powerful material 

affordances in the constitution of a “stage” in contemporary society. 

An experience-centered approach to performance

The centrality of experience in performances was also pointed out by Langdon, who argues that one of 

the central characteristics of performance is that it brings experience to the fore - an intensified, public, 

momentary and spontaneous kind of experience (Langdon 2006: 175). Langdon’s discussion and, most 

importantly, Victor Turner’s theoretical trajectory, shifting from a focus on ritual and a more functionalist 

approach concerning social order to an anthropology of experience, inspired us to investigate what we 

are calling ‘menstrual performances’ and the ways in which they bring experience to the fore. We use the 

expression ‘menstrual performances’, rather than rituals, to emphasize the diffuse and fragmented nature 

of these menstrual related events. 

As far as methodology is concerned, rather than focusing on the structure of specific artistic or ritual 

events taking place in bounded and well-defined sociocultural environments, we chose to direct our 

analytical lens to menstrual and blood-related experiences as described by those involved in creating these 

performances, and to the material and technical transformations that somehow bring blood and menstrual 

related experiences to the fore. In that sense, we approach blood mostly as a substance made visible as such 

in/through these menstrual performances, and intentionally leave aside the complex cultural meanings and 

social relationships interwoven with bodily practices and menstrual experiences. While that certainly keeps 

us from making broad social and cultural comparisons among the menstrual performances that follow, it 

allows us to focus on what they have in common – i.e. the sensuous dimension of symbolic practices, the 

technical and material affordances that contribute to making an experience relevant and, more specifically, 

the reflexive and transformative possibilities evoked by making (menstrual) blood visible. 

Given the nature of the material examined here – mostly descriptions of artwork and performances 

(including those offered by artists themselves) – the notion of ‘experience’ must be qualified. We are not 

dealing with deeply personal experiences shared with or lived by an ethnographer in his/her fieldwork, 

but rather with carefully elaborated performances designed to evoke insights and reactions from the 

public. In a way, we are more concerned with how artists attempt to elicit ‘an experience’ in their potential 

audience by making menstrual blood visible in their performances, than with the specific meanings that 

this experience might acquire for the public and artists alike. Our argument is that playing with the (in)

visibility of menstrual blood in public, these menstrual performances affect the perceptions related to 

blood, menstruation, and gender issues.

  The discussion that follows incorporates insights from art theory to the classical anthropological 

themes presented in the first part of the article. The empirical material we bring to this discussion was 

gathered mainly from websites and social networks, and is part of a larger research project about the agency 

of menstrual blood. In this article, we discuss different techniques used by artists to make menstrual blood 

visible in their work, be it an artistic performance or a digital photograph posted on a social network. 

We used different strategies to select the images and artists presented below: some were found through 

bibliographic research about the theme in anthropological and women’s studies publications, and others 

were found through internet searches on the theme in social networks and online video websites. More 

often than not, these works gained visibility due to the controversies they raised among internet users.   
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The (in)visibility of menstrual blood

Although blood is widely considered a fundamental part of the body, associated with life itself (Carsten 

2013: 18), it is expected to be mostly contained within the body’s frontiers. Blood’s circulation from the 

inside out (in situations like injuries, surgeries or blood donation) is a focus of special attention and 

frequently calls for medical monitoring. 

Some bodies bleed, though, with a certain regularity. The ones that have organs classified by western 

medicine as “ovarian”, “uterus”, and “vaginas”. These bleedings are considered to be related to fertility 

and reproduction (Martin 1987).7 Part of these episodes of bleeding is simply called “menstruation”. This 

classification can be less consensual in situations that also involve bleeding like abortion, the postpartum 

period, the bleedings that occur with the use of contraceptive hormones, or the not so regular bleedings 

during the first years of menopause. 

Aside from this multiplicity of situations in which (female) bodies may bleed (menstruate), and 

following Kristeva (1982), Sanabria argues that bodily frontiers should not be taken as given. According 

to her, the vagina and uterus cannot be easily considered as being either inside or outside the body. The 

dirtiness/cleanliness of menstrual blood’s appearance outside the body should, then, be interpreted 

according to the context:

The point is that menstrual blood is not in itself dirty or clean. The analytical focus should therefore be on the 

relations that are produced by the dirt or on the manner in which, within particular relationships, menstrual 

blood is considered dirty (Sanabria 2011: 99).

Within a medical dispositive such as a gynecological exam, for example, the appearance of menstrual 

blood does not characterize disgust, as it does if found exposed in the wastebasket or toilet seat. Sanabria 

argues that it is the place this blood occupies, and its provenance, “that carries the potential to disgust or 

not” (Sanabria 2011: 99). 

According to Sanabria, concerns with menstrual leakage in clothes are associated with the idea that 

menstrual blood is seen as “dirty” in Brazil (as it probably is in many other cultural contexts as well). She 

argues that these concerns should be seen “from the perspective of the complex relationship between that 

which forms part of the body and that which is detached from it” (Sanabria 2011: 100). Sanabria upholds 

that many women she interviewed used to refer to menstrual blood as “repugnant, reeking, or unhygienic” 

(Sanabria 2011: 100). 

The similarity between menstrual blood and other bodily fluids and parts characterized as “excrements” 

could justify its association to a primarily sanitary/hygienic issue, that calls for the use of specific body 

techniques (Mauss 2003 [1934]). Menstrual blood must be concealed, creating a demand for sanitary 

products that make menstrual blood ‘disappear’ as it is absorbed by devices made of cotton. Public exposure 

of menstrual blood (even if by accident, as a stain) can then be interpreted as an undesirable and somehow 

shocking display. 

The aesthetic possibilities of making (menstrual) blood visible has been the focus of different kinds of 

artistic expressions, ranging from drawings, paintings and photographs to live performances and body 

art. In the next section we examine ‘menstrual performances’ as aesthetic experiments that explore the 

transition of menstrual blood from its expected public invisibility to a state in which it is not only turned  

 

 

7   Oudshoorn (1994), for instance, argues that this idea of regularity was reified by western medicine, with the creation of a stable regime of use for the 
contraceptive pill (21 days of hormones plus 7 days of pause). It was supposedly inspired in the lunar cycle, but the author defends that before the pill, women 
were believed to experience a more diverse arrange of periodic bleeding episodes than the 28-day regime. 
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visible, as an image, but also made part of an aesthetico-political statement. To accomplish that, it is 

important to consider first the ways in which body art and performances include corporeal and visceral 

experiences in their repertoire. 

Revising Dewey’s “Art as experience” (2005 [1934]), Jay enumerates three changes necessary for “the full 

potential of aesthetic experience and of its political counterpart” to be realized: to leave the elite world of 

museums and galleries; to wean itself from the notion of being inherently contemplative and spectatorial; 

and to involve the whole body – not only mind and imagination (Jay 2002: 56). 

Jay resorts to the notion of “somaesthethics”, proposed by Richard Shusterman (1997), to describe the 

most well-known interventions of body art and performances from the last quarter of the twentieth century. 

Such interventions are contemporary to the discussion of the “politics of the body” and/or biopolitics, and 

are especially focused on gender and sexuality issues:

Take, for example, the trajectory that led from Pollock’s hyper-masculinist action paintings with their 

unavoidable evocation of ejaculatory frenzy to the Fluxus artist Shigeko Kubota’s 1965 “Vagina Painting,” in 

which she used a brush tacked on to her panties to smear red, menstrual-like paint on a canvas, to Rachel 

Lachowicz’s “Red Not Blue” of l992, in which men rather than Klein’s women applied the color red, the color of 

menstrual blood, instead of his signature blue to a canvas via paint on their bodies and lipstick affixed to their 

penises, and finally to Keith Boadwee’s l995 “Untitled (Purple Squirt),” in which the artist somehow contrived 

to expel purple paint from his anus while lying on his back, in a gesture that mixed homo-erotic anal-eroticism 

with excremental aggression (Jay 2002: 60).

As Jay also shows, “these works were meant to shock their audiences out of the anesthetic complacency 

into which they had fallen”, and as such they mobilize aesthetics not through “the sublimated body, 

the beautiful body, the body of grace and proportion, but rather [through] the abject body, the body of 

base materiality, the body invaded by technology, ravaged by disease, and unable to maintain its normal 

boundaries” (Jay 2002: 62).8 If “corporeal, sensorial and emotional engagement” (Langdon 2006: 175) is a 

general characteristic of performances, here the exploration of body abjection and corruption should work 

towards pushing the limits of such engagement, and drive the artist and audience into radical experiences. 

The blood-related shock effect described by Jay is also present in many second-wave feminist 

performances that made use of menstrual blood, or a reference to bodily fluids and parts, bringing 

experiences like menstruation to the fore. As Bobel reminds us, 

In 1971 feminist art pioneer Judy Chicago dramatically articulated resistance to menstrual shame and secrecy 

in the shocking photolithograph Red Flag, a close-up shot of Chicago removing a bloody tampon from her 

vagina. The artist later remarked that many people, in a stunning display of menstrual denial, did not know 

what the red object was; some thought it was a bloody penis. Chicago interpreted this ignorance “as a testament 

to the damage done to our perceptual powers by the absence of female reality.” A year later in the installation 

and performance space Womanhouse, Chicago, Miriam Shapiro, and their collaborators explored gendered 

domesticity using the medium of a seventeen-room mansion in Hollywood, California. Womanhouse included 

Chicago’s controversial and visceral “Menstruation Bathroom,” a room liberally strewn with myriad used and 

yet-to-be used menstrual products (Bobel 2010: 46-47).

8   An example of this kind of shocking impact can be seen on health campaigns, such as “O Cartaz HIV Positivo” (HIV Positive Poster), launched in 2015 by 
the Brazilian NGO called “Grupo de Incentivo à Vida”, dedicated to HIV related issues. Using blood donated by HIV positive volunteers, posters were printed 
with headlines like “I am an HIV-Positive Poster” and affixed on the streets of cities like São Paulo. The texts printed with blood questioned the prejudice 
HIV-positive people are subjected to, and claimed for the necessity of humanizing the issue. If, in one hand, the consciousness of the literal presence of 
HIV-positive blood in the poster’s paper caused an emotional reaction and a certain preoccupation with its potential hazard through contamination; on 
the other, the poster, predicting this kind of reaction, stressed its innocuousness and defended that this very fear of proximity should not be driven to 
HIV-positive people as well (GIV 2015). 
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The strength and appeal of menstrual blood mark diverse rituals of puberty and procedures of social 

interdictions (Buckley and Gottlieb 1988; Turner 1967; Douglas 1984 [1966]). Experiences that involve the 

appearance, and occurrence, of menstrual bleedings are, as we have argued before, an important focus of 

anthropological inquiry, in ritual studies, ethnology, or science and gender studies.9 Menstrual blood is also 

related to gender, either as a stable category to discriminate gender identity, or as a problematic one (Martin 

1987; Bobel 2010). Its centrality to Amazonians’ shamanic rituals and cosmologies has been underlined, as 

the potential of menstrual blood for acting as a “psychoactive” (Belaunde 2006: 229).

Although puberty and fertility rituals are not as central in contemporary complex societies, a broad 

range of events that engender liminoid experiences revolve around menstrual blood: from well-defined 

body art performances to more spontaneous and fragmented menstrual-related events that are made public 

through digital social networks and commercials. 

Menstrual performances and body art

Recent art history is marked by a shift in artist’s perceptions of the body: from a previous interest in 

depicting the body in drawings, sculptures and paintings, that is, an interest in the body as the “content” 

of the work, artists are currently using the body as “canvas, brush, frame and platform” (Warr 2000: 11). 

The artist’s body, as presence, becomes not only relevant, but is part of the imagistic language, the artistic 

statement.10 

The set of menstrual performances we describe here make use of this type of artistic expression, 

inspired by the convergence of the presence of the (artist’s) body and the agency of menstrual blood. At the 

same time, although they were (and can still be) performed alive, within a specific frame of space and time, 

their audiovisual record, and availability on the internet, amplified their potential audience. According to 

Jones, 

artists, through their bodies, have encouraged the rest of us to be more conscious of ours – ours as flesh 

of the world, as thoroughly part of the social arena we may fantasize as the ‘public realm’. In the 1990s, as 

artists seem to have recognized, the deepest recesses of our bodies/selves are already inhabited by the ‘gaze’ of 

technology’s new world picture. The ‘private’ is the ‘public’ and the artist’s body is always and never ours to 

keep (Jones 2000: 43). 

In “Sangro, pero no muero” (I bleed, but do not die), the Spanish artist Isa Sanz brings the experience of 

menstruation to the center of a collective performance. The synopsis describes the performance as follows:

It is a performance of alchemy through menstrual blood perceived here as the essence of femininity, as a cyclic 

element that contains life-death-life in itself. Organic instrumental live sounds, 7 women, earth and a sacred 

circle that will make the audience to connect to the beauty and power of female energies. In the world we live in, 

subversion now is Love. Length: 15 minutes (Sanz 2010).

At the sound of a cello, played by one of the seven women, five women in red dresses form a circle 

around the last one, who, completely naked, lies inside a circle of sand placed at the center of the stage. 

The scene takes place at a public square (Campo Grande, Valladolid). As she falls asleep over the sand, all 

other women dance and uncover their breasts. They all lie down around her in a circle, after celebrating 

with rose petals what seems to be the arrival of her menstruation. She awakes, notices the blood between 

9   For a specific discussion about menstruation in Brazilian urban contexts, see Leal (1994), Sardenberg (1994), Amaral (2003), Manica (2003), Sanabria 
(2016), among others. 

10   For a long and detailed compilation of XXth century art focusing on the theme of the body, see Warr and Jones (2000).
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her legs, and stands up, saying a few words about the universality of the uterus and its infinite circle of life-

death-life, after which the other women repeat - “sangro, pero no muero”. Finally, with blood flowing down 

her legs, she leaves the stage, walking through the audience to paint, with red paint on her fingers that 

resembles or evokes menstrual blood, the word “Amor” (love) in a large white poster.

The performance was presented in Valladolid, Spain, at the Theater and Street Art International 

Festival in 2010 (Festival Internacional de Teatro y Artes de Calle TAC 2010).11 The artist also put together 

a photography exhibition with this title and theme at Teatro Calderón, in the same city. In this case, 

snapshots of the performance were taken and exhibited, as well as a video installation of this performance 

and another one, “Vida-Muerte-Vida” (“Life-Death-Life”). The latter also revolves around the theme of a 

menstruating woman’s body - a body that breaths and bleeds in an inverted perspective, placed upside 

down on the video (Sanz 2010b).

Many other of her interventions evoke experiences related to the female body, fertility and maternity.12 

In her website, she defines her work as follows: 

I explore my place in the world, as a woman, as a human being. I am interested in the body, nudity, 

impermanence, love, communion between the corporal and the intangible, the sacred, the ritual, woman, man, 

unity after duality, the infinite outside and inside ourselves, the connection with the Earth that holds us. I have 

already explored many of these ideas and others are still to be explored (Sanz, 2016).

Isa Sanz (2010b) - Sangro, pero no muero

In 2009, the Brazilian artist Maria Eugenia Matricardi also brought menstrual blood out of its public 

invisibility as she performed “Pintura Corporal de Guerra” (War Body Paint) at Galeria Espaço Piloto 

(Brasília DF, Brazil). According to the description from her website, 

Naked, I enter the gallery. I spend a few minutes concentrating. I remove, from inside the vagina, a menstrual 

cup. I dip the middle and annular fingers in the blood, trace a horizontal line beneath the eyes. I paint the face, 

and then trace a vertical line through the torso, another horizontal one through the breasts. I use the fingers to 

stamp drops of blood that flow through the right and left side of the chest. I put the rest of menstruation in the 

mouth, I taste the endometrium and let the blood flow from the mouth to the torso until it reaches the vagina 

and drips onto the floor. Length: 20 minutes (Matricardi 2009).13 

11   Part of the performance can be seen at: https://youtu.be/I4PlJ04-6y4 

12   See, for example, “Alma Mater”, with photographs of women breastfeeding, or “Koinonía”, with photographs of a naked women with a red piece of 
fabric in Ibiza.

13   Free translation
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Matricardi’s “Pintura corporal de guerra” brings a narrative less focused on menstruation’s sacred 

aspects or even its connection to gender or femininity, themes that were much more explored on Sanz’s 

work. The whole act is completely silent, and centered on the body14 – as a provider of the blood/ink, and as 

the performer who displaces the blood from the vagina to the skin, made canvas. She ends the performance 

with her face completely painted, and traces of menstrual blood in her neck, chest, belly and pubis, and 

dripping from her arms and legs.

Maria Eugênia Matricardi – Pintura Corporal de Guerra (2009)

As part of her undergraduate work at UnB, National University of Brasília, at the Institute of Visual Arts, 

Matricardi discusses the theme of performance and defines it as “the use of body in art as place and means 

of expression” (Matricardi 2013: 7). Based on Rancière’s (2004) concept of “the distribution of the sensible” 

(la partage du sensible), she emphasizes the importance of the artist’s body and presence in the process of 

affecting the community, which is made possible by the dispositive of the performance: 

Performance presents an aesthetical and political potency, it is accomplished by anyone to anyone. It institutes 

a community permeated by commonplace that can compose, interfere, confront, affect itself and embrace the 

artwork that is not surrounded by a mystifying aura. Body not only presents itself as a surface, but also as a 

form of distributing the sensible. In that sense, the relation is not about informing and inscribing signification, 

but to launch meaning, doubt, difference (Matricardi 2013: 12).15

According to Rancière, “[a]rtistic practices are ‘ways of doing and making’ that intervene in the general 

distribution of ways of doing and making as well as in the relationships they maintain to modes of being 

and forms of visibility.” (Rancière 2004: 13). Matricardi borrows this idea, arguing that a relation between 

aesthetics, body and politics is made possible at the space commonly shared by the performances. 

Her performances rely on exploring the (im)possibilities and (im)probabilities of the social expectations 

regarding body’s mundane actions.16 In an interview to a newspaper from Brasília she explains that “the 

action creates a fissure in cultural conditioning. It is political, but not explicitly so” (Maciel 2013). In all 

these performances, extreme situations are used as means to arouse affects, distribute sensations and  

 

14   Interestingly, in her description of the performance she addresses the body in the third person. 

15   Free translation.

16   In “Composição Residual – pintura em processo” (Residual Composition – painting in process), she drags herself through the bus station’s floor in Brasília, 
all dressed in white, “to aggregate to the clothes (pictorial support) the dirt (pigment, memoir)” (Matricardi 2011). And in “Luxo, elegância e sofisticação” 
(Luxury, elegance and sophistication), she and Luara Learth, dressed in gala, eat rotten food from the trashes at the same bus station (Matricardi 2010).
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trigger reflexivity. The “fissure”, in which we could situate the public exposure of menstrual blood, becomes 

political through aesthetics, since it represents a rupture with culture and symbolic conventions of keeping 

menstrual blood as a private, invisible and untouchable matter. 

Aside from the power of the image of Matricardi’s face covered with menstrual blood, her performance 

also embraces a provocative challenge to women made by second wave feminist Germaine Greer. In “The 

Female Eunuch”, Greer argues that menstruation is usually experienced as something negative, that 

women should resist that and try to have a closer relation with their bodies, a relation of knowledge and 

acceptance: “If you think you are emancipated, you might consider the idea of tasting your menstrual 

blood—if it makes you sick, you’ve a long way to go, baby” (Greer 2006: 57). By sipping the blood contained 

in the menstrual cup, and making it flow down the neck and belly, until it reached the ground, Matricardi 

exploited the limits of this abjection. 

Her performance also calls attention to an interesting and important device that has contributed 

enormously towards increasing the visibility of menstrual blood: the silicon cup she removes from the 

vagina, usually referred as “menstrual cup”. We argue that this device has played a key role in bringing the 

menstrual experience to the fore (even if unintentionally) and as such it is central to the aesthetico-political 

mobilization of menstrual blood. Instead of mixing menstrual blood with cotton, as the absorbents usually 

do, the silicon cup allows the blood to remain liquid and palpable, providing women a new ‘affordance’ 

(Latour 2005: 72) in their experience with menstruation: a plastic experience with its color, texture and 

smell. 

As needles and syringes do with the blood that runs through the veins (Copeman 2013), it is precisely 

this device’s agency as an efficient collector that invites women to access the materiality of their menstrual 

blood. Felitti (2016) argues that the menstrual cup presents itself nowadays as a better alternative to 

tampons, which were considered during the 1970s as a “liberation device” as far as menstruation is 

concerned. The menstrual cup is now presented as a tool to enhance feminine knowledge and power, in 

tune with premises of care, both of the body and of the environment, since the cup is not disposable (Felitti 

2016: 180).  

Using material collected in websites, blogs, Facebook profiles and workshops about the menstrual 

cycle in Argentina, Felitti explores interesting aspects related to contemporary body techniques to deal 

with menstrual bleedings. Not only do these techniques vary between the absorbance and collection of 

menstrual blood through the (hygienic) devices available, but there are also claims for “freeing the flow”, 

that is, using no element at all to contain the menstrual blood. The movement that advises the “free flow” 

invites women into the apprenticeship of bodily signals, such as muscular contractions of the vagina to 

retain or liberate the flux. 

The possibility of efficiently collecting menstrual blood is not made explicit, but somehow presupposed 

in “Beco do Encarnado” (Alley Incarnate). In this performance, Carol Azevedo (2016) also explores the (in)

visibility of naked feminine body and menstrual blood. Presented at the Espaço Experimental CEM, “Centro 

em Movimento” (Experimental Space Movement Center), in Lisbon 2016, the performance resembles the 

previous two described above, also bringing menstruation as a central theme. 

Wearing a long white dress, the performer slowly walks across the empty white room and stops in front 

of the big screen that projects a video of a person in a bathtub. At first, we can only see this person’s two feet 

and, between them, a large portion of menstrual blood. Her leaking vagina appears in a short movement of 

the camera, while the woman on stage places a transparent recipient full of (menstrual) blood on the floor 

and slowly undresses. She then proceeds to caressing her body and blood-painting it with her hands. In the 

meantime, the bathtub is filled with water and we can see it diluting the menstrual blood, altering the color 

intensity of the liquid contained in the tub. As this mixture of water and blood is drained, and the bathtub 
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emptied, the women painted in blood stands with her arms up and opened. The video ends going back to 

the image of the bathtub filled with water/blood and the performer carefully places the thin straps of her 

white dress through her arms, wearing it in the back, like a cloak. She slowly crosses the room, walking 

through the audience, naked and with menstrual blood painted in her front, and finally leaves the room 

fully undressed. 

The Brazilian artist describes her performance “Beco do Encarnado” on Facebook as a “stitching 

that verses about the presence of a body and an interrogation about the feminine chromatic, a crop of 

gestures and non-gestures and their possible landscapes within the same color”.17 This plastic experience 

of menstrual blood becoming palpable and its conjunction with the politics of turning visible the 

invisible, making debatable what used to be confined to the sphere of the intimate and personal, turn these 

‘menstrual performances’ into powerful polysemic statements.

Picturing blood: photographs, paintings and social networks

So far we have focused on menstrual performances in artistic settings, inspired by Turner’s conception 

of performance (1986), which articulates an experience made relevant and the social structures it mobilizes. 

The idea that there is a ‘structure of experience’ presupposes these performances are somehow detached 

from regular mundane activities, and demarcated on space and time, with what Dewey (2005) called ‘an 

initiation and a consummation’. If it is true that in postmodern societies art, as well as science, play the 

role of religious practices and concepts, then these menstrual performances can be seen as providing a 

suspension of the regular social order to elicit a special kind of aesthetic experience.

Such experience is definitely more evident in artistic settings (even in the less traditional scenarios 

of contemporary body art), and yet we argue that a similar structure can also be identified in the way 

menstrual blood appears in drawings and photographs. The ‘structure of experience’ subjacent to menstrual 

performances involve, as we have tried to delineate, an exploration of menstrual blood’s plasticity: its color 

red, its palpability and texture; its ‘psychotropic’ agency that assembles aspects connected to fertility, 

femininity, life and death; the political impact caused by giving the menstrual blood, which would 

otherwise be discarded as an excrement, an aesthetic expression.

Many women artists have mobilized this structure, making menstrual blood visible in art exhibits 

and public images in general. In “Red is the Colour”, the French-born artist and photographer Ingrid 

Berthon-Moine (2011) presents “a series of 12 portraits of women wearing their menstrual blood as lipstick”, 

exploring the blood’s agency to work as facial makeup. According to her:

The composition is uniform and carefully follows the guidelines of ID photographs for passports but blown up 

to human size. Similarly, a woman’s period is a passport which signals the most intimate individual journey 

towards feminine maturity. The photographs are taken at the subject’s eye level and they directly gaze at the 

viewer. They are mounted on MDF, full bleed for the viewer’s gaze to focus only on the face of the woman 

without distraction from a frame or separation by glass. The photographs are presented as two rows of six 

portraits, separated by 10 cm, allowing the viewer an intimate study of each portrait and at the same time, 

feeling the gaze of the other portraits. Putting the images on two rows reinforces the power these women have 

on the viewer and pose the question, whose turn is it to be embarrassed now? (Berthon-Moine 2011: 247-248).

17   Free translation.

138



Daniela Tonelli Manica, Clarice Rios Vibrant v.14 n.1

Red is the Colour – Ingrid Berthon-Moine (2009)

Produced in 2009 as part of her MA thesis for the London College of Communication, Berthon-Moine’s 

portraits highlight the shared redness of both menstrual blood and lipsticks, which is further emphasized 

by naming each photograph after typical in cosmetics’ color codes, such as “Rouge Hollywood”, “Merlot”, 

“Red Taboo” or “La Femme on Rouge”. The women’s reaction to the artist’s invitation to participate in the 

project by using their own menstrual blood as a lipstick is also notable – a mix of surprise, estrangement 

and, only after that, and for some of them, compliance.18

In an article published at a journal dedicated to discuss “menstruation matters” (Bobel and Kissling 

2011), Berthon-Moine describes this set of photographs in a similar way to what we have seen in other 

performances:

 “Red is The Colour” questions female identity through the photographic portrait: ideology, passion, and 

aesthetics collide and photography is used as a space for expression, for conflict, and hopefully evolution. 

(Berthon-Moine 2011: 248).

The use of menstrual blood in photographs like these is part of a larger academic and political 

movement, also known as “menstrual activism” (Bobel 2010; Bobel and Kissling 2011). Allocated under the 

academic umbrella of gender studies in the United States, scholar and activists in this movement articulate 

menstruation to feminist issues and the liberation of women’s bodies from social constrictions. According 

to the organizers,

[…] more generally, a focus on menstruation is part of a complex and enduring feminist project of loosening the 

social control of women’s bodies, of working to move women’s bodies from object to subject status - something 

absolutely foundational to a host of contemporary issues, from human trafficking to eating disorders to sexual 

assault (Bobel and Kissling 2011: 123).

Menstrual activism actualizes demands made visible since the second wave of feminism, in the 1960’s 

and 1970’s, with a new ‘third wave’ gaze that also incorporates internet and the social networks, as well as 

discussions about intersections with ethnic-racial, LGBT and class related social movements, among many 

others (Bobel 2010).

18   Some of these reactions can be seen at the second video available at:  http://www.reframingphotography.com/artists/ingrid-berthon-moine 
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Up to now, as far as the menstrual performances previously presented showed, we can say human 

(female) body worked as an efficient support for menstrual body-painting,19 and the video and photographs 

as durable records of the images produced. But we can also include in this movement the attempt to explore 

menstrual blood’s plastic agency as ink. 

Vanessa Tiegs is one of the first contemporary artists who has explored this technique.20 With the 

“Menstrala” project, she has created 88 paintings using her menstrual blood, “affirming the hidden 

forbidden bright red cycle of renewal” (Tiegs 2003). 

The Menstrala paintings are statements about the monthly renewal cycle. I have chosen to address menstruation 

visually. It’s too easy to joke about menstruation because it’s hidden. I wanted to do something visually creative 

about this part of life we choose to forget. So I created these images of and about menstrual blood. My paintings 

serve as a reminder that menstruation can be addressed openly and that this time in the fertility cycle can be 

creative (Tiegs 2011: 222). 

Vanessa Tiegs – Menstrala (2003)

As with the martyrs’ portraits in India, paintings with menstrual blood tend to evanesce. Although the 

special impact of these paintings is connected to the use of a bodily part (menstrual blood) to paint the 

pictures, the ‘ink’ had to be mixed with an acrylic element in order to be efficiently fixed on the support. 

The project “Beauty in Blood” on the other hand is more directly engaged with the experience of 

menstruating itself. The American artist Jen Lewis21 describes the project, and its connection to feminist 

issues: 

There is more to my art than simply bleeding into the toilet each month. Each image is substantially more than 

a crass or vulgar image thrown up on a wall for mass shock appeal. Creating each piece of work is a four-step 

process bookended by concept and intellect: media collection, pouring/design layout, photographic capture, 

and finally photograph selection. Interestingly, this conceptual feminist art project is not an independent 

women’s only project. While the subject matter and overall thrust of the project are feminist at their 

core, Beauty in Blood is a collective project executed by myself and my male partner, Rob Lewis. Feminism  

 

19   The body provides an important surface for painting in body art in general, as well as in indigenous societies where the relations between body and 
person are different. For a good review of Amerindian experiences of body paint and decoration, and the important role played by skin and blood in body 
figurations and life itself, see Demarchi 2013.

20   In her website, Vanessa Tiegs defines herself as an artist, ballet mentor and consultant to other artists. She has lived between Paris, Amsterdam and San 
Francisco, and graduated from Smith College with a major in Architectural History and a minor in Music Theory. She also has a Master’s Degree in “Women’s 
Spirituality” from New College of California. 

21   Jen Lewis received a Bachelor degree in the History of Art at the University of Michigan in 2001 and has been working with menstruation since she started 
using a menstrual cup in 2012. Her partner, Rob Lewis, is a skater, illustrator, videographer, photographer and designer, and works with Jen in the production 
of the images for the project Beauty in Blood.
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is as much about men who promote women’s rights as it is about the women who fight for the movement, so 

enlisting a male artist to move this project forward was a completely natural step. From start to finish, each 

creation ties together guiding principles from conceptual art, photography, and feminism in the contemporary 

United States (Lewis 2016).

Beauty in blood (Lewis 2016)

Her description reveals the menstrual cup as central to the body techniques involved in the creative 

process, and the plastic experience of removing it and watching the ‘beauty’ of blood mixing and diluting in 

the water of the toilet bowl. 

When the time comes, Rob fires up the studio lights in our bathroom, gets into position with the camera, and 

I begin to dump, drizzle, and drip the bloody matter into a clean toilet bowl and other clear vessel. Some pours 

mimic a ‘real life’ dump, i.e. quick and unintentional, into the bowl while others are more carefully executed 

with particular attention paid to the height and pouring technique with specific intention to render ‘beautiful’ 

or ‘interesting’ designs. Composition is crucial to the final image and it is comprised of equal parts pouring and 

chance movement of the material in the water (Lewis 2016).

She also provides a relatively detailed description of the texture of the material collected with the 

menstrual cup, as she refers to the photographic capture. Her personal plastic experience with the use of 

the cup opened the possibility of exploring menstrual blood’s aesthetic potential: 

After just a few uses, it was evident to me that this blood closely mimicked the properties of paint. I quickly 

became entranced by the designs the poured blood made in the toilet: the stark contrast of bright crimson 

against the porcelain white bowl; the various plunging speeds at which the clots, fluid, and tissue travelled 

to the bottom; and the patterns made by the liquid upon its first impact with the water and the subsequent 

patterns made as it dispersed through the water. There was a captivating, unexpected yet undeniable 

attractiveness there in the bowl before me that I had never previously observed. The socially conditioned ‘ew’ 

response was instantly and wholly drowned out by the vibrant design (Lewis 2016).
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If I bled blue – Jen Lewis (2016)

The picture above, “If I bled blue”, plays with the usual representation of menstruation on absorbent’s 

commercials, which have been criticized by feminists as a symptom of the public discomfort with 

menstrual blood’s visibility. We could then say one of the causes (and also effects) of ‘menstrual activism’ 

and menstrual performances is the concern with turning the experience of menstruation, and menstrual 

blood itself, more visible and/or positive.   

The performances, photographs and paintings represent an attempt to make the experience of 

menstruation more visible and/or positive through an artistic display. But the symbolic potential of 

menstrual blood is also explored in other settings. A recent TV commercial addresses the critique that 

absorbent commercials never represent actual blood, but a hypothetical blue liquid. The commercial, called 

“Blood”, shows women running, boxing, dancing ballet, skating, surfing, playing football. The physical 

injuries women suffer in these different challenging situations make them bleed, but none of them gives 

up. The slogans accompanying these images - “No blood should hold us back” and “Live fearless” - suggest 

that facing menstruation upfront should also be an act of courage and force (Libresse 2016). 

The experience with the use of menstrual cup, though, is being articulated in social networks as a 

revolution that will eventually substitute the use of disposable artifacts (Felitti 2016).  Communities of 

Facebook and numerous blogs are addressing the issue, working as an important source of apprenticeship 

of body techniques and feminist empowerment. Yet menstruation is only one of subjects discussed through 

this medium. Other themes related to fertility and reproduction - such as pregnancy, birth, breastfeeding 

and childcare – are also frequent topics in these communities. 

We would like to suggest that there is, in this context, a more general process of making bodily 

experiences relevant, shared, narrated and debated, beyond an strictly biomedical framework. In these 

discussion groups, and on tutorial videos shared online, not only do women hear about the menstrual cup, 

but they also learn how to buy, the different brands available, to insert and take off, how to care for it, and 

what can be done with the menstrual blood collected by the cup. In this context, many women engage with 

the plastic experience of painting and drawing with their own blood, and share these images online. 

On many occasions, social networks have blocked them (or had their posts/images censured). In 2015, 

after posting a picture that showed a sleeping woman with her pants stained by menstrual blood, part of 

a visual rhetoric university project called “Period”, the young Indian artist and writer Rupi Kaur received 
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a message from the social network Instagram saying her post was removed because it didn’t follow [their] 

“Community Guidelines”. Her answer and Instagram’s apologies “went viral”, turning her “menstrual 

activism” into a big controversy (Kaur 2016).

Rupi Kaur – Period (2016)

According to her website, the purpose of this photo series was to “challenge a taboo”, to tell a story 

about menstruation without the use of words: 

[...] we menstruate and they see it as dirty. attention seeking. sick. a burden. as if this process is less natural than 

breathing. as if it is not a bridge between this universe and the last. as if this process is not love. labour. life. 

selfless and strikingly beautiful (Kaur 2016).

Final thoughts

In this article, we depart from a brief review of anthropological perspectives on the theme of 

(menstrual) blood, ritual and performance as a means to understand the emergence of menstrual 

performances in contemporary society. The classical literature on ritual symbolism was developed in 

reference to small-scale societies, based on the premise that social cohesion and well-defined social roles 

provided the context for rituals to be experienced as moments of emotional effervescence and social 

renewal. 

In contemporary menstrual performances (and artwork), the very notion of context and its intrinsic 

relation to the meanings attributed to such performances can no longer be taken for granted. The artistic 

settings in which these performances are conceived and performed are certainly marked by social class. 

The specific structure and logic of these performances are only possible within a certain sociological 

context – the exhibits’ seasonality, the politics behind the attribution of different levels of legitimacy and 

prestige to artistic centers and galleries, etc. (Becker 1982; Bourdieu 1992). The artists presented here are 

mostly white well-educated women with a university degree, coming from a middle to upper-middle class 

background, who had access not only to an artistic education but also to debates on feminism and women’s 

body liberation as a political issue. It is also true that these topics (body art, performance and feminism) are 

rather marginal in the world of fine arts and traditional art exhibits. 

Yet, because these performances are associated with leisure and voluntary choices, the meanings 

derived from these performances are not as deeply connected to specific and well-established points in 
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social space and time as in small-scale societies22. Since these performances are quite often filmed and 

reproduced in cyberspace to quite diverse audiences and moments, it becomes even harder to anchor 

them in contexts of situated practices and cultural meanings. We are also interested, as we tried to point 

out, in how these performances and experiences “leak” into non-artistic settings, stimulating mundane 

experiences with the plasticity and beauty of menstrual blood by women in general.

With that in mind, we turned our attention to the structure of experience in menstrual performances, 

more specifically, the ways in which these performances bring (menstrual) blood related experiences to the 

fore, inducing moments of emotional effervescence, social transformation and reflexivity, in spite of the 

ever-shifting set of contexts in which people act and interact in contemporary society. Rather than denying 

the importance of context in the interpretation of performances, that meant attending to the metalinguistic 

and poetic functions of performances (Bauman and Briggs 1990). Bauman and Briggs use the concept of 

performance developed by linguistic anthropology, but their insights about verbal art as performance 

also apply to other forms of artistic expression, as the ones examined in this article. According to them, 

performance is: 

a specially marked, artful way of speaking that sets up or represents a special interpretive frame within which 

the act of speaking is to be understood. Performance puts the act of speaking on display – objectifies it, lifts it 

to a degree from its interactional setting and opens it to scrutiny by an audience. (…) By its very nature, then, 

performance potentiates decontextualization (Bauman and Briggs 1990: 73).

Likewise, by using menstrual blood as a stylistic device and/or turning the body into canvas, the 

performances examined in this article put the female body and menstrual blood related experiences on 

display. And not as something that is talked about or referred to, but as the very medium of (artistic) 

expression. Thus, while some artists might use the menstrual blood to refer to experiences related to 

fertility and maternity, such as Isa Sanz, others simply explore the visual symbolism of the color red, as 

Berthon-Moine in “Red is the color”. In the latter’s work, the color red indexes not just menstrual blood but 

also lipstick, expanding ideas around the essence of female identity beyond the traditional references to 

fertility cycles. And Matricardi, in her “Pintura Corporal de Guerra”, highlights the very gesture of painting 

her own body with blood-ink, by linking it to body decoration practices allegedly performed by men in 

preparation for war. In a single performance, different contexts, practices and genders are brought together 

into a single experience, challenging traditional meanings associated to the different elements composing 

the performance.      

Although the anthropological literature has shown that menstrual related experiences are symbolically 

marked in many cultures, more often than not the ritual practices and body techniques developed around 

these experiences aimed at concealing the blood, or restraining it to demarcated, and private, places. The 

menstrual performances we discuss here represent an important change in that regards since, by taking 

menstrual blood out of its invisibility, and to the center of artistic expressions with its color and plasticity, 

they work towards reconfiguring the experience of menstruation in new and creative ways. 

Devices like the menstrual cup, the cyberspace and digital social networks also compose the aggregate 

that make it possible to exploit the aesthetical agency of menstrual blood, providing a new perspective for 

feminism, and art. Although the performances described here refer to carefully designed artwork, these 

devices also invite less articulated performances by menstrual cup users in general. In doing that, they 

orchestrate a slow but deep reconfiguration of the symbolic uses of bodily processes.

22   Which is not to say that in small-scale societies, unforeseen new meanings do not emerge. As Victor Turner pointed out, liminal states might serve not 
only to reinforce the status quo but also to enable social transformation. 
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Abstract

This article explores a critical link between two concepts which are central to the social sciences: the idea 

of liminarity, engendered by the anthropological tradition of self-centred and self-referred monographic 

studies; and the idea of individuality, a key concept within the classical tradition of the socio-historical 

studies of great civilizations (as well as being the crucial and familiar category of our civil and political 

universe). The author seeks to show how a bridge can be established between these two concepts, which 

may at first appear distant, by focusing on certain under-discussed aspects of rites of passage. He argues 

that the ‘liminal’ phase of rites of passage is tied to the ambiguity brought about through the isolation and 

individualization of the initiate. It is thus the experience of being ‘outside-the-world’ that brings forth and 

characterises liminal states, not the other way around — in short, it is individuality that engenders limina-

rity. Rites of passage transform this experience into complementarity, into an immersion within a network 

of social relationships, which the ordeals, in contrast, establish as a model for the plenitude of social life.

Key words: Rites of passage, individuality, complementarity, liminarity, modernity. 

Individualidade e liminaridade:
considerações sobre os ritos de passagem e a modernidade

Resumo

Este artigo explora um elo crítico entre dois conceitos centrais das ciências sociais: a idéia de liminaridade 

engendrada pela tradição antropológica dos estudos monográficos, autocontidos e auto-referidos, e a idéia 

de individualidade, noção central da tradição clássica dos estudos sociohistóricos das grandes civilizações 

(além de categoria crucial e familiar do nosso universo cívico e político). O autor procura indicar como uma 

passagem pode ser descoberta entre essas duas áreas conceituais aparentemente tão distantes, focalizando 

certos aspectos ainda não discutidos dos ritos de passagem. Argumenta-se que a liminaridade dos ritos de 

passagem está ligada à ambigüidade gerada pelo isolamento e pela individualização dos noviços, e que, por-

tanto, a experiência de estar fora-do-mundo é que engendra e marca os estados liminares, e não o oposto. 

É a individualidade que engendra a liminaridade.  Os ritos de passagem transformam essa experiência em 

complementaridade, em imersão na rede de relações que os ordálios, pelo contraste, estabelecem como um 

modelo de plenitude para a vida social. 

Palavras chave: Ritos de passagem; individualidade, complementaridade, liminaridade, modernidade.  

149



Roberto DaMatta Vibrant v.14 n.1

Individuality and liminarity:
some considerations concerning rites of passage and modernity1

Roberto DaMatta

I begin with a story told by Karl Popper which – I think – sheds some light on my relations with the 

Museu Nacional, its Postgraduate Program in Social Anthropology, its current coordinator, my dear friend 

Otávio Velho, many of you, the new students gathered here as a new academic year starts, and, especially, 

Professor Luís de Castro Faria, whose name is honoured in this lecture that I have the great pleasure to 

give. Popper recounted that a science lecturer, asked to speak in a prison, began his talk with the following 

announcement: “Today I’m going to present the same lecture that I gave here six years ago. So, if anyone has 

heard it already, they clearly deserve it!”

Let me first express my joy at having received this invitation to pay tribute, in the noble form of a 

lecture, to an older colleague who was my first professor of anthropology.

In recalling the prison and the very symbolically real fact that everyone present here is a prisoner of the 

Museu and its ideals of knowing, researching and comprehending our fellow humans by means of social or 

cultural anthropology, I wish to evoke that sense of common destiny and solidarity shared by inmates. In 

our case, the complicity of rowing against the tide of power and money, the tacit agreement which makes 

everyone feel, despite the differences and even occasional animosities, that they share the same ideal. 

Because in academic life, as in the great passions, we are all imprisoned by the densest forms of reciprocity, 

those that force us to recognise and laud, from time to time, our debts and doubts vis-à-vis persons, ideas 

and methods.

It is important, then, to recognise my imprisonment to the Museu Nacional and to this group of 

anthropologists who (afford me this false modesty) I helped train and constitute, and who for years have 

been the mainstay of what for me has been a significant intellectual dialogue. As proof, I shall offer you a 

rough sketch of thoughts that I have put forward over these last twenty years, marking the fact that two 

decades have passed since I first explored them, in embryonic form, true to say, in my book Carnavais, 

Malandros e Heróis,2 and in two essays both published in 1979.

I

In this lecture I shall discuss a connection – one I deem to be critical – between two fundamental (and 

formidable) concepts of the social sciences. I explore the idea of liminarity, a concept engendered by the 

anthropological tradition of detailed studies, in general romantically self-contained and self-referential;3 

and the idea of individuality, which comprises a central notion of the classic tradition of sociohistorical 

studies of the major civilizations, as well as being a core and familiar category of our own civic and political 

universe.

1   The ‘Castro Faria Lecture,’ presented at the Museu Nacional/UFRJ on August 9th 1999. In preparing the lecture text for publication, I was helped by the 
valuable suggestions of Professor Carlos Fausto. Professor Lívia Barbosa of the Department of Anthropology of the Universidade Federal Fluminense also 
made important comments on the work’s central ideas. I am grateful to both for their opinions, which, naturally, do not exempt me from the exaggerations 
and errors made. This article was originally published in portuguese in Mana 6 (1): 7-29, 2000.

2   The English language edition is DaMatta, Roberto. 1991. Carnivals, Rogues, and Heroes: An Interpretation of the Brazilian Dilemma. Notre Dame: University of 
Notre Dame Press.

3   The so-called mono-graphic study (ethnographies are frequently monographs written from the perspective of a single observer) of small tribes, in general 
relatively isolated. Studies that, as we know, have served as a caveat to the universalist pretensions of the enlightenment vision, since their findings enable 
anthropologists to assert with relish: “this may be ‘true’ in the West, but it’s not what we find among the ‘Brasa-Bela’” (DaMatta 1987).
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The notion of liminarity draws us into the realm of the rites of passage and the exotic customs of tribal 

groups, while the idea of individuality takes us to the domain of political philosophy, the universe of the 

market and capitalism, in sum, to our own everyday world, our implicit and unconscious universalism – 

our habits of the heart. The first term is associated with the name of Arnold Van Gennep and, of course, 

the work of Victor Turner who – along with Mary Douglas, Max Gluckman and Edmund Leach – was 

the author most responsible for its recuperation, characterization and popularization in modern 

anthropological studies. The second term evokes the work of Maine, Morgan, Sabine, Tocqueville (who, as 

we know, invented the expression individualism in 1842) and, naturally, the critical ideas of Max Weber and 

Louis Dumont. Not to mention the founders of critical thought and modern values: Machiavelli, Adam 

Smith, Hobbes, Locke and Rousseau.

In this talk, my aim will be to show how a passage can be discovered between these two apparently 

highly distinct conceptual areas by examining certain still undiscussed aspects of rites of passage.

II

I wish to begin with a brief account of the notion of individuality, explaining how I read its ideological 

and conceptual connections and the tradition of studies from which the idea emerges. Obviously, 

individuality is strongly linked to the classic tradition of political philosophy, a tradition that shaped 

modern social thought. A way of thinking about society historically founded by and, consequently, 

primarily concerned with the connections between institutions, social practices and spheres perceived as 

critical (and universal) – including the ‘religious,’ the ‘political’ and the ‘economic.’ This tradition did not 

ignore the discussion between religious values and political and economic predispositions, and how these 

spheres influenced each other. The work of Weber is the best example of this approach.

The central question here, as Dumont made clear and repeatedly emphasized, going beyond the 

classic essay by Marcel Mauss (1974) on the idea of the ‘self,’ is the critical differentiation between the 

individual as an empirical reality and its establishment as an autonomous social entity or a social value – an 

extremely important and original socio-political phenomenon, primordially associated with the ideology 

constructed in Western Europe, expanding to the United States and today turned into a mass phenomenon 

through a global process of acculturation. The basic question within this tradition has been: how should 

we conceptualize the development of Western Europe in relation to all the other areas of the world? Or, 

in more concrete terms, how should we understand the presence of capitalism, political equality and its 

concomitant ethics, the ‘liberation’ of the individual from what is perceived as a set of ancient repressions, 

taboos or moral constraints, only in the ‘West’? And, by contrast, its relative absence from the so-called 

‘great civilizations’ like those that emerged in the Middle East, Asia and, to cite a topic that I have discussed 

at length in my own work, in tribal societies and in Brazil?

My view is that this problem relates to a passage from individualization (and individuality) which – if you 

will allow me the grand narrative – are experiences of the human condition, to individualism, which is an 

ideology (a value or a coercive and conscious social determination) central only in the so-called Western 

civilization. Hence while individualization is a universal experience, destined to be culturally recognised, 

marked, confronted or taken into account by all human societies, individualism is a sophisticated 

ideological elaboration particular to the West, but that, nevertheless, is projected onto other societies and 

cultures as a universal given of human experience.
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It is precisely this sociological dislocation, in all its multiple oscillations, combinations and variations, 

that characterizes the modern world. In fact, modernity not only speaks of the new or the actual as some 

journalists and many political scientists seem to think: it also concerns the institutionalization of the 

individual as an encompassing value, a value postulated as greater (and more inclusive) than the society to 

which it belongs.

While many of the world’s societies and cultures recognise and have been capable of institutionalizing 

the experience of individuality (the fundamental experience of being outside-the-world and thus free 

of imperative and routine social obligations) through the historical roles of prophet, messianic leader, 

mystagog, mystic, curer, shaman, sorcerer, social bandit, saint, warlord, pilgrim, martyr and, to some 

extent, rogue, it was only in Western society that the experience of the individual isolated from the group 

became a central and normative institution. Among ourselves, then, the individual is not just an essential 

part of the world, he/she is also a being endowed with an independence and autonomy unparalleled in any 

other society.4

At this point it is worth emphasizing that while this problematic is a striking feature of the works of the 

classical sociologists, it is, even today, conspicuously absent from the work of social anthropologists.

III

The idea of liminarity is closely associated with Arnold Van Gennep’s book Les Rites de Passage, published 

in 1909. Much can be said about this magisterial work, filled with new ideas and distinguished by an 

enormous erudition, a text where, for the first time, rites are analysed sociologically, taken as expressions 

of the social dynamic. In the book, Van Gennep breaks in pioneering fashion from positing the universality 

of physiology as the defining feature of so-called ‘puberty rites,’ rescuing rites of passage from the level 

of individual study and discovering, somewhat surprised, that: “Beneath a multiplicity of forms, either 

consciously expressed or merely implied, a typical pattern always recurs: the pattern of the rites of passage” 

(cf. Van Gennep 1978:191). A pattern involving three clearly distinct phases: separation, incorporation and, 

between these, a liminal phase, borderline, marginal, paradoxical and ambiguous – a limen or threshold – 

which, though produced in all the other phases, is highlighted, foregrounded and valorised.

Rites of passage were a recurrent topic of analysis from the 1960s onward, above all by Victor Turner. 

Two interpretative tendencies typical to this phase can be discerned. The first explores rites of passage as 

an obligatory adaptive response in which individuals are obliged to change position within a system. From 

this perspective the rites are secondary social elaborations designed to stem the conflicts generated by 

the transition from adolescence to maturity, a passage conceived as inevitable, difficult, problematic and 

conflictual in each and every human society. In this approach, the focus is always on the young people and 

on what is perceived as a risky and conflict-ridden transition within the society.

Typical of this approach is, for example, the interpretation of the seclusion phase in the rites of passage 

of the Yawalapiti society in the Upper Xingu developed by Thomas Gregor, where, as Eduardo Viveiros de 

Castro (1987:36-37) critically points out, he describes a moment in which social imperatives are relaxed and 

there is a healthy and welcome return to former privacy, what would be the individual’s grateful contact 

with him or herself. A privacy, as it happens, that emerges clearly in the field anecdotes and accounts of 

4   Max Weber showed us how the Protestant ethic was essential to placing religion everywhere and helping transform the ‘outside-the-world-individual’ 
into an entity pertaining to this world. The reader is recommended to consult Essais sur l’individualisme (1985) by Louis Dumont for an in-depth appreciation 
of this transition. Inspired by Weber, Dumont attributes this process to the serial autonomization of the political and economic domains from what we call 
the sphere of ‘religion,’ which, as Durkheim had already taught, encompassed everything. Charles Taylor, whether aware of the fact or not, closely echoes 
Dumont via a philosophical and neo-evolutionist route when he argues that in the modern self “Thought and feeling – the psychological – are now confined 
to minds. This follows our disengagement from the world, its ‘disenchantment’” (cf. Taylor 1989:186).
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British and American anthropologists who emphasize how the natives left little room for the enjoyment of 

their own ‘privacy’ (an amalgam of voluntary isolation and individuality). As if the fundamental drama of 

fieldwork as a rite of passage were precisely this forced suspension of individual life and the intense and 

compulsory participation in a collective mode of existence.5 Needless to say, of course, this reaction betrays 

the influence of individualism as a ‘habit of the heart,’ such as this ideology is translated and manifested in 

American culture, a system in which the period between 13 and 19 years old – the teen years, the moment of 

‘initiations’ into adult life – is highlighted as a phase of exacerbated subjectivity.

In this context it is worth recalling how the impact of Margaret Mead’s book Coming of Age 

in Samoa (published in 1928 in the United States) (Mead, 1961 [1928]) stemmed precisely from her 

demonstration that there were no conflicts in Samoa during the passage from childhood to adult life. There 

was no ‘teenage culture’ in Samoa, which, by contrast, led Americans to discover the Boasian concept of 

culture at home, as well as the concomitant ideas of symbolic arbitrariness and cultural relativism.

The second interpretative tendency reveals a change in focus from the individual level to the collective. 

Matched by an impressive and detailed ethnography, the novelty of these works consists precisely of 

taking the symbolism of the rites of passage as a dramatization of social values, axioms, conflicts and 

contradictions. Their aim is to show that the displaced viewpoint emphasized in liminarity did not just 

configure sinful, pathological and criminal situations, processes or roles, it was actually inherent to human 

society itself. As always, the discovery of the positivity of liminal states and the discussion of their essential 

importance as an element in the constitution of sociability itself, threw into crisis traditional modes 

of discussing marginality as a potentially criminal state and deviance as pre-pathological or perverse. 

Moreover, these works open up the possibility of emphasizing a ‘ritual license,’ special moments contrary 

to political-legal prescriptions where society briefly allowed itself to be read upside-down, as it were. 

Something, without doubt, difficult to discuss in a system that institutionalized mediocrity and developed 

a full-blown allergy to anything escaping its explicit agendas and routines, as in the case of the United 

States.

IV

I discovered the possibility of connecting liminarity and individuality when I dedicated myself to the 

study of Brazil not only as a nation (as the economists, historians and political scientists always do) but 

also as a social system or society (which is something else). For me, it was more specifically a question of 

discussing social practices and values that coexist with and sometimes oppose the nation, engendering 

collectivities typically marked by dissonance, hybridism and a not always cordial dialogue between the 

national code (civic, bourgeois and capitalist – the nation’s ‘official reality’) and a set of values read as non-

modern and even – as in the case of many national States – ‘anti-modern.’ (So much so that, inspired by 

Alberto Torres, its quotidian values have been associated with a ‘real Brazil’– a more ‘concrete’ Brazil than 

the one formally designed by official laws and institutions, conceived as a ‘legal Brazil,’ but ideal and fake.)6

5   I analysed this Anglo-Saxon or ‘western’ response to what was perceived as an overwhelming and deplorable collectivization in the marginal and 
introductory observations of Evans-Pritchard in his book The Nuer (1978), Lévi-Strauss in Tristes Tropiques (1956), Chagnon among the Yanomamo (1968) and 
Maybury-Lewis among the Xavante (1967) (DaMatta 1981:169). Viveiros de Castro observes the same point in the work of Thomas Gregor in the Xingu, all of 
it marked by an implicit and unconscious individualism (see Seeger, DaMatta & Viveiros de Castro 1979).

6   This perspective critically relativizes a recurrent situation in Brazilian studies, going beyond the analyses based on complete and essentialized institutional 
types – ‘democracy,’ ‘feudalism,’ ‘underdevelopment,’ ‘market’ and so on – as well as a somewhat infantile evolutionism, quick to claim that “Brazil is a country 
still in its infancy,” hence its difficulties with the modern bourgeois institutional framework constituted in ‘older,’ ‘more advanced’ and ‘more mature’ or 
‘experienced’ countries.

153



Roberto DaMatta Vibrant v.14 n.1

It was in light of this distinction, therefore, that I embarked on a critique of the standard 

anthropological literature on the concept of liminarity. My interrogation can be divided into two critical 

blocks.

The first arises from a critical rereading of the interpretations of liminarity presented in the seminal 

essays of Victor Turner, Mary Douglas and Edmund Leach, to stay with the holy trinity of symbolic studies. 

What most drew my attention in the work of these scholars is their reading of liminarity as something 

invariably paradoxical, ambiguous and, ultimately, dangerous and negative. A state or process that 

challenges a classification system legalistically conceived as fixed, indisputable and constructed by isolated 

categories. In sum, something that – just as occurs with the puritan conception of society and with the 

bourgeois mindsets to which these authors belong – refuses the more-or-less, indecision, delay and, above 

all, hybridism, that is, the absence of compartmentalization and indivisibility. For these anthropologists, 

the ambiguous consists of any object, being or institution simultaneously located in two mutually exclusive 

semantic fields. It is everything that has multivocal and contradictory properties, like Mary Douglas’s 

pangolin (1966), Leach’s domestic animal (1964) and Turner’s neophytes (1964): these novices who contradict 

Hamlet’s dilemma and “are and are not at the same time.” As the latter author put it in a memorable essay, 

citing the Victorian poet Robert Browning,7 the initiates are beings located “betwixt and between.”

My estrangement from this way of treating liminarity surfaced when, using the tools provided 

by this anthropology, I studied the Brazilian Carnival only to discover the positive side of liminarity. 

Something, indeed, that I stressed in my book Universo do Carnaval: Imagens e Reflexões (1981) where I noted 

the compulsory joy of the carnival states, characterized precisely by being located betwixt and between, 

a special moment demarcated by a festival that foregrounded the collective and the individual 

simultaneously, a ritual situated within and beyond the world. And not, as Victor Turner (1974) argued, 

some kind of manifestation of an ‘anti-structure’ or a sentiment negating society, the latter read, as he 

conceived it, as a set of fixed positions – within that anthropological ‘legalism’ that so heavily marked the 

social anthropology of Radcliffe-Brown, Meyer Fortes and Max Gluckman – or as a house, à la Van Gennep.

Carnival is a festival that, among other things, stimulates disputes, but it also domesticates, 

aristocracizes and hierarchizes competitiveness, making winners and losers connect with each other as 

special groups and entities. A festival, furthermore, that adopts bourgeois technologies of identity creation, 

but produces an anti-bourgeois and anti-puritan ideological system, such as the glorification of femininity, 

hedonism, sensuality, open and public eroticism, sex without reproduction (in the exaltation of anality 

and homosexuality). A festival, in sum, that opens up, in a society obsessed with taking the so-called train 

of modernity and capitalism, a gap that rejects agendas and controls: Carnival, as Mikhail Bakhtin (1989) 

showed, is constructed through the temporary suspension of bourgeois sense, a moment akin to madness, 

loss of control, exaggeration, caricature, the grotesque, disequilibrium and excess. A festival, finally, that 

enables someone to ‘enter’ a block, school or parade in order to revitalize old and routine relations and live 

new identities that enable innovative readings of the world. And this enables the person to acquire – as 

happens with the traditional sages, hermits, shamans, sorcerers and renouncers – a new and distinct 

knowledge of society and of themselves.

7   An idea appearing in the poem Bishop Blougram’s Apology, published in the book Man and Woman, in 1855, where ambiguity is depicted as the most 
fascinating element of the human condition:
Our interest’s on the dangerous edge of things.  
The honest thief, the tender murderer,  
The superstitious atheist, demirep  
That loves and saves her soul in new French books –
We watch while these in equilibrium keep  
The giddy line midway.
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How, then, could the liminal and the paradoxical be taken as negative in relational systems like Brazil’s, 

a society composed of multiple spaces in which a veritable institutionalization of the intermediary as a 

fundamental and still misunderstood mode of sociability is a commonplace social fact? How can we be 

horrified by the intermediary and the mixed when critical elements of our sociability are constituted by 

liminal types such as the mulato, the cafuzo and the mameluco (in our system of racial classification8) the 

despachante (facilitator, in the bureaucratic system); the lover (in the romantic system); the saint, Orisha, 

‘spirit’ and purgatory (in the religious system); the prayer, request, song, popular music and serenade (in 

the system of mediation that permeates the everyday); the veranda, yard, square, churchyard and beach 

(in the spatial system); the ‘finding a way’ or jeitinho, the ‘do you know who you’re talking to?’ and the 

pistolão (insider, in resolving the conflict caused by the clash of impersonal laws with prestige and personal 

power); the feijoada, peixada and cozido (bean stew, fish stew, meat and vegetable stew), all rigorously 

intermediary foods, located between solid and liquid, in the culinary system; the bolina (rubbing/groping) 

and the sacanagem (lewd eroticism) in the sexual system. Not to mention the inter, trans, homo or pansexual 

celebrities who are not the object of horror or abomination among us (unlike in the United States) but 

the object of desire, curiosity, fascination and admiration. All of this led me to question ambiguity as an 

axiomatically negative state.

The second critical block relates to the way in which liminarity is characterized, especially in the work 

of Victor Turner, the scholar who most concerned himself with this phenomenon, turning it into a tool for 

understanding many social situations through the concept of communitas and variants like ‘liminoid.’ Why, 

we first need to ask, is the ‘liminal’ the source of so much mystery, ambiguity and danger in tribal societies? 

Why is the transition phase the most intriguing and the one presenting the richest symbolism during rites 

of passage?

For Turner, Leach and Douglas, liminarity is special because it engenders a classificatory ambiguity. 

Expanding on this idea, Turner, in his classic essay published in 1964, adds other social and symbolic 

dimensions that emphasize an indelibly typological and relatively frozen vision of the topic.

Consequently, liminal states are characterized by the following factors:

1) by evasion of the quotidian juridical-political structure, the cognitive classifications founded on 

the logic of this or that, one thing or another – on the Aristotelian principle of the excluded third 

(Douglas, Turner, Leach);

2) by association with death to the world (among the Ndembu, the place where circumcision takes place 

is called the ‘place where one dies’) (Turner);

3) by impurity, since the novices transgress (and transcend) classificatory boundaries (Douglas, Turner);

4) by identification with objects and processes taken as anti-social (faeces) or ‘natural’ (lactation, birth, 

weaning and gestation), with the consequent association of novices with embryos and nursing 

infants (Turner);

5) by use of secret, strange and/or special languages (Van Gennep, Turner);

6) by complete social invisibility with the loss of names, insignias, clothing (Turner);

7) by association with bisexual or transsexual beings, such as androgynes, or with animals at the 

intersection of two classes and that signal negative or abominal states (Turner, Leach, Douglas); and 

finally,

8) by ordeals such as circumcision, sub-incision, clitoridectomy, prolonged exposure to cold or 

impossible physical tests in which failure is ridiculed, as well as answering enigmas, divinations and 

resistance to physical punishment (Turner).

8   NT: People assumed on the basis of their appearance to be of mixed European/African, African/indigenous and Indigenous/European ancestry, respectively.
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For Turner and other masters of this true ‘anthropology of the ambiguous,’9 this list suggests, among 

other things, a state of collective ‘regression’ in which individuals lose consciousness of any boundedness, 

autonomy and interiority in transforming themselves into a raw material to be shaped in accordance with 

certain social values. For him, this process, which in the book The Ritual Process (1974) leads to the concept 

of communitas, is essentially a strong and singular (not to say anomalous) collectivization, marked by the 

contact with what Turner, borrowing an expression from Martin Buber, calls the ‘essential we,’ one of the 

most important dimensions in the constitution of an ‘anti-structural’ state, a state devoid of bounded 

individuality.

Reading liminarity in a substantivist way, Turner fails to realize that this process may vary from 

system to system, assuming distinct connotations and acquiring different meanings. In the case of Brazil, 

for example, a society in which hierarchical values are important to everyday life, the production of a 

carnivalesque liminarity opens up a space within which people can leave the social universe marked by 

ranking and hierarchy in order to experience individualization through a set of personal choices, as well as 

through competition. In this sense, Brazilian carnivalesque liminarity can be seen to promote an experience 

with an ‘essential I’ rather than with an ‘essential we,’ as Turner liked to emphasize, without realizing that 

he was thereby idealizing relations, an absence heavily felt in the liberal and individualist universe to 

which he himself belonged. A similar but inverse process took place in the New Orleans Mardi Gras and in 

American initiation rites, where what was presented as the experiential epicentre was the collectivization of 

the novices, simultaneously initiated through renunciation of an individualistically marked ego, followed 

by obedience to their superiors and initiation masters, forcing them to live the collective in a hierarchical 

and relational way. American initiations can be seen as marked, then, by an emphasis on the relational 

and collective dimension of social life, while Brazilian initiations do just the opposite. This formulation is 

incipient and perhaps overly symmetric, but has the virtue of showing how the contrasting comparison 

allows us to escape from a naïve functionalism in which meaning is attributed to essences rather than 

contexts.

It was this typological approach in which liminarity was essentialized that, in my view, prevented 

Turner from perceiving another fundamental aspect. Here I refer to the discernment of the individualizing 

(but individualism-less) dimensions contained in liminal processes. Or, in other words, the crucial 

similarities, prevalent in tribal societies, between liminarity and individuality, recognizing that the most 

characteristic feature in the transition of novices, observed from Van Gennep to Turner, is their separation 

from society and situation outside the world. From a functional viewpoint, their position is little different 

from that of Dumont’s Indian renouncers, Weber’s prophets of Israel, Evans-Pritchard’s sorcerers and 

witches, Euclides da Cunha’s Antônio Conselheiro (cf. DaMatta, 1979b: chapters V and VI) and the civilizing 

heroes of tribal mythologies.

V

Allow me, then, to finish developing this point, which will enable us to bring together, from one side, 

processes interpreted as static and anti-historical, machines for retaining and detaining time as Lévi-

Strauss would say of rites of passage, and, from the other, historically dynamic institutions – accelerators 

of time such as our own western bias likes to imagine them. These include renunciation of the world,  

 

 

9   ‘Ambiguity theory,’ which – as I realize today – was perhaps the moment when anthropology was closest to a general theory of society, an analogue of the 
general theory of prices and the market in economics and the ego and unconscious in psychology.

156



Roberto DaMatta Vibrant v.14 n.1

pilgrimages, prophecies and prophets that, in a dialectical process with society, move its structures, 

nurturing the emergence of parallel and conflicting visions of the world. These phenomena work to 

challenge existing values and introduce a different consciousness of morality and time, dimensions that 

form the background to an awareness of social change.

My central argument is as follows: what characterizes the liminal phase in rites of passages is the 

experience of individuality not as privacy or the relaxing of certain rules (since the neophyte is always 

subject to innumerable rules) but as an intense period of isolation and autonomy from the group. What 

we have here, however, is the experience of individualization as a state, not as a central condition of 

being human. In other words, the individualization of the novices in rites of passage does not involve 

the establishment of a rupture through an extreme and radical emphasis on an internal space or on a 

subjectivity parallel to, or independent of, the collectivity. On the contrary, this individualization is 

entirely complementary to the group. It involves an autonomy that rather than being defined as a radical 

separation, is perceived as a state of solitude, absence, suffering and isolation that, for this very reason, 

ends up promoting a renewed encounter with society in the form of a triumphant interdependence when, 

in the final and most basic phase of the ritual process, the novices return to the village to take on new roles 

and social responsibilities. It is as though seclusion, individualization and the invisibility of novices in 

rites of passage were classified as negative states, dangerous and anti-social situations located outside-the-

world (with its plethora of mortifications) that thereby approximate the neophytes to sorcerers, shamans, 

civilizing heroes, prophets and other figures associated with a state of distancing from society.

In the case of Ge-speaking indigenous peoples, for example, myths involving the acquisition of 

important civilizing elements like fire, agriculture and the art of curing are obtained by figures who 

voluntarily or involuntarily isolate themselves, have critical experiences and, on returning to the group, 

re-join it as heroes in a distinct social position. The same occurs with the witches who generally learn their 

magic outside the group but are socially described everywhere as selfish, desirous of wealth and driven 

by their own agendas. Whether among the Navajo described by Clyde Kluckholn, or the Apinayé which 

I myself studied, or in the most diverse African societies, such as the cases collated by John Middleton 

and Edward Winter (1963) reveal, sorcerers are always characterized as economically successful people, 

non-conformists or rebels, cosmopolitans who become marginalized after returning to the village, or 

people interested only in accumulating material wealth, a clear symptom of disdain for the obligations of 

reciprocity. Sorcerers are beings who prefer to live individualistically and selfishly, refusing to comply with 

obligations to kin, clan and village. In fact, the description of the personality of the tribal sorcerers closely 

corresponds to the model of a modern individual or citizen, a person motivated by wealth, awareness 

of their own value, independent action and, above all, centred on themselves, immersed in their own 

subjectivity.10 

It is certainly curious to note that British and American researchers of the subject identified witchcraft 

as a ‘crime’ or an ‘ill-feeling,’ revealing “societies with a rigid structure” when they actually dealing with a 

manifestation of the individualist ideology in relational and holistic systems. This becomes patent when, 

for instance, Laura Bohanan (1966) points out that ‘a man who knew things’ was “the closest translation 

for scholar [among the Tiv], but unfortunately it also meant witch.” This is confirmed in a pertinent 

observation by Evans-Pritchard, who argued that “Azande generally regard witchcraft as an individual trait 

and it is treated as such in spite of its association with kinship” (cf. Evans-Pritchard 1965:25, my emphasis), 

which reveals the association of witches with an individualism that emerges here not as a positive value  

 

10   One of the most popular forms of love in the United States is ‘self-love’ – the love of and for oneself. A love that is the seed of self-confidence and self-
esteem, the mainstays to the construction of subjectivity in so-called modern individualism.
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but as a negative and marginal choice. As a force, capable of engendering inverted and anti-complimentary 

human beings, who do everything the wrong way round, disdaining their kin, eating their fellow villagers 

and detesting the golden rule of reciprocity. However, unlike the renouncers and prophets, the experiences 

acquired by the mythic heroes and sorcerers of tribal societies do not lead to a differentiation, or a radical 

or alternative philosophical or religious renewal. The latter is the case, according to Dumont (1985) and 

Weber (1971: chapter XIII), of the Indian renouncer, the Christian anchorites, the Greek wanderers of the 

pre-Socratic period, even the Protestant reformers who put God and religion in all spheres of this world.11 

Much the opposite, this outside-the-world state – and, to use Weber’s expression, a ‘rejection of the world’ 

– typical of rites of passage and witchcraft leads to a complementarity and an interdependence, including 

bodily, that is explicitly manifested among various groups. Here what is in play is not constructing a 

psychological and existentially autonomous being, but shaping subjectivities whose consciousness 

cannot dispense with their initiation companions and masters, those who mortify them and mark their 

body, leaving on it the testimony of their connection to the group in the form of a hole, a cut and a scar. 

The rejection of the world, as Weber stressed, legitimizes a certain “mastery of the world by virtue of the 

magical powers obtained by abnegation” (1971:375). What is made explicit in initiations is not the triumph 

of autonomy, inner space and isolation, but the glory of the connection and the exaltation of the return to 

the village as someone with a renewed awareness of complementarity and their own debt to society. Like the 

mythic heroes who come back to the village with a new civilizing item, stolen or discovered in an outside-

the-world experience in encounters with animals or spirits, the initiates also return to their communities 

having learnt that the egalitarian bonds with their initiation companions, and the intensity of the emotions 

and mortifications revealed by the experience of isolation, complement their belonging inescapably to 

an kinship network that, in a precise sense, corresponds to all the intellectual questions and aims to cure 

disease, maintain well-being and alleviate suffering. In initiation rites, the neophytes dramatically combine 

individuality and collectivity since they reaffirm the fact that the collective and individual are constructed 

simultaneously, without gaps, discontinuities or separations. Without wishing to overdo the point, it could 

be said that in the rites they understand that the self does not exist without the other, and that at the centre 

of the initiation rites is the discovery (or rather, the disclosure) of the mystery according to which both the 

individual dimension and the collective are constructed through the same set of values.

If a common denominator exists between novices, renouncers, magicians, prophets and sorcerers, 

this is not privacy or the creation of a subjectivity parallel and homogenous to society, free of constraining 

social ties, but, undoubtedly, the individualizing experience that entails a relativizing or carnivalized vision 

of society in which insider and outsider, kin and affine, strong and weak, poor and noble, men and women, 

young and old, the living and the dead merge and swap places, creating a perspective in which everyday 

practices and values are inverted, inhibited or temporarily replaced in order to be soon re-encountered 

in the relief of a routine, but now renewed and triumphant, complementarity. In this way, the family 

(hierarchized by obligations founded on a shared substance) is transformed into an age group, the basic 

component of which is camaraderie and sympathy; the obligations of caste, segment or class give way to an 

unknown freedom and to the capacity to break normally impassable moral barriers.

However, the result of the experience is not to produce – as always occurs among us moderns – choices 

between perspectives but to understand their essential polarity. Undeniably, though, for both the initiates 

and the renouncers, prophets and sorcerers, the extramundane life relativizes many axioms of social life: 

genitors and sexuality are desacralized, pleasure and personal well-being are sacrificed in the name of an  

 

11   On the Greeks, Van Gennep (1978) had already pointed out that an important phase of the initiation of youths, when they were taken to the sea shore, 
was called elasis, meaning removal or banishment.
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effulgent stoicism, the axiom of friendship is substituted by very strong individual agendas such as the use 

of individual emblems, the choice of companions for the ordeal, singular foods and a distinct behaviour,  

frequently characterized as motivated by an overwhelming ambition. Seclusion engenders a niche in which 

all everyday connections lose their force, enabling the experience of isolation and solitude to surface, a state 

which, in the case of tribal societies, is always signalled as dangerous and negative.

It is without doubt this contact with individuality that makes novices everywhere dangerous and 

hence – just like spirits, some animals and sorcerers – recipients of special treatment. Consequently, I wish 

to suggest that the distinctive trait of liminarity is the segregation of a person (or a category of persons, 

treated as a social or mystical corporation) from their imperative social ties, liberating them temporarily 

from their family, clan or village obligations, which temporarily transforms them into individuals outside-

the-world. Into people without social ties that enable their full social classification and thus define their 

obligations to society. It is precisely the ‘declassification’ constituted by the rejection of the world that 

enables the subsequent constitution of an unusual and distinct sociability, creating new experiences 

founded on a ‘freedom’ nourished by the experience of individualization.

As occurs with the prophets and renouncers, this experience of being temporarily situated outside-

the-world has – and this is one of the chief characteristics of the rites of passage – a countless number 

of negative traits. But while in the case of the renouncers and prophets the weight of experience can be 

sublimated and legitimized as a ‘mission’ or a ‘new message,’ creating other perspectives within the same 

religious tradition, in tribal societies the intention seems to be to mark the creative but negative and 

ultimately destructive potential of the experience of being isolated. For this reason, in many relational 

systems being alone means being open to dialogue with ghosts and monsters. Isolating oneself is obligatory 

and legitimate only as a means of seeking contact with powerful and lethal beings – as happens in the 

vision quest of the Plains Indians studied by Robert Lowie (1954) –or to undergo ordeals, suffer physical 

pain, have one’s ears or lips pierced, be circumcised, fast, remain awake, memorize texts and so on, 

situations in which society penetrates the body of the novices, marking and effectively dissolving their 

personhood,12 their genital organs, head, hair, arms, lips and ears. These lips and ears that, as Anthony 

Seeger (1980) showed, are – in the case of Ge societies – the instruments of good sociability and a repository 

of collective values.

All of this is some way from the modern conception of subjectivity since what the rites of passage 

accentuate is more akin to an interdependent subjectivity, while our own subjectivity is constructed by 

emphasizing a remarkable interiority – that interiority or inwardness which is the central source of the 

‘self ’ for Taylor. Among us moderns, this implies a subjectivity that, like Greta Garbo, wants to be left 

alone, believes hell is other people and, as the case of Robinson Crusoe shows, never ceases to calculate the 

resources available, not being intimated or made desperate by extreme solitude. In these cases, isolation 

and solitude open up and highlight an intense inner dialogue, typical of modern individualism. A dialogue 

glorifying autonomy, privacy, self-development, sociocentrically merged, as Steven Lukes (1973) illustrates, 

with human dignity, where the capacity to remain undivided is a sign of integrity and strength of character.13

12   Two monographs on the notion of ‘self ’ and ‘person’ in India emphasize this point well since both among the Tamil and in Theravada Buddhism we find, 
respectively, beings marked by fluid substances and, from the western and modern viewpoint, a contradiction in terms: ‘selfless persons’ (cf. Daniel 1984 
and Collins 1982).

13   As can be observed, it all has to do with an exclusive trait, with a uniquely distinctive mark and with solid integration, a signal that the entity thereby 
constituted has well-defined boundaries. Now, this is the complete opposite of the idea of personality prevailing in tribal societies where the ‘self ’ is always 
divided into many parts and/or souls. See Taylor’s reaction to the fact that the Buriats of Siberia have three souls (Taylor 1989:113). See too Geertz’s following 
‘Dumontian’ admonition: “The Western conception of the person as a bounded, unique, more or less integrated motivational and cognitive universe, a 
dynamic centre of awareness, emotion, judgment, and action organized into a distinctive whole and set contrastively both against other such wholes and 
against its social and natural background, is, however incorrigible it may seem to us, a rather peculiar idea within the context of the world’s cultures” 
(Geertz 1983:59).
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This argument can be extended to accentuate a clearly marked opposition between individuality, which 

experiences and conceptualizes the collective as complementary, and individualism, which experiences 

separation from the group as a movement marked by interiority and subjectivity. In one case solitude 

serves to think society better; in the other, it is the only way of thinking. As a result, the first case leads 

to interdependence, while the second clears the way to an encompassment of society by the bounded 

individual who needs ‘liberty’ and ‘freedom.’ Liberty, which is the feeling of not being subjugated, of 

doing whatever one wants, but transformed into a value, which in the modern world is transformed into 

‘freedom’: the inalienable motivation of being determined from inside out that constitutes the core of the 

concept of ‘autonomy’ and leads to a double opposition between individual and society. First in the trivial 

conflict of the individual against society when she fights for her rights or for the liberation from customs. 

Second when the individual, integrated by her self-reliance, boldness, ambitiousness and venturesomeness, 

produces social well-being through her entrepreneurship.14

From within this ideology, it makes sense to vehemently assert:

“I wish my life and decisions to depend on myself, not on external forces of whatever kind. I wish to be the 

instrument of my own, not of other men’s, acts of will. I wish to be a subject, not an object; to be moved by 

reasons, by conscious purposes, which are my own, not by causes which affect me, as it were, from outside. I 

wish to be somebody, not nobody; a doer - deciding, not being decided for, self-directed and not acted upon by 

external nature or by other men as if I were a thing, or an animal, or a slave incapable of playing a human role, 

that is, of conceiving goals and policies of my own and realising them. This is at least part of what I mean when 

I say that I am rational, and that it is my reason that distinguishes me as a human being from the rest of the 

world.” (Berlin 1969)

Read by any member of the societies that some of us study, this glorification of isolation and individual 

autonomy could be taken as a ‘witchcraft manifesto’ – or as a declaration of supreme selfishness. It 

is, however, a passage written by Isaiah Berlin in one of his celebrated essays on one of the most basic 

attributes of the individual as a value: the liberty that, for him, can be seen through two concepts 

and perspectives. At a relativizing and anthropological level, however, Berlin’s ideas can be read as an 

unintentional summary of an attitude in which individuals owe nothing to the collectivity. Precisely the 

opposite: they should encompass it since they are morally superior.

In tribal societies, though, the point of the ordeals is not to create equivalences or open up new paths, 

but to use isolation as a means for establishing interdependences between the initiates and the group. At 

root, and in reverse, the most critical fact of initiation rituals (and perhaps the reason why they are carried 

out) relates to this at once radical and controlled experience of individuality and separation from society, 

since through them is engendered a discipline based on a strange dialectic of independence and dependence 

when the neophytes are shown the possibilities of isolation, individualization and, simultaneously, they 

are instilled with a profound sense of complementarity. A complementarity that contrasts strongly with 

individuality and that we Brazilians know well as dependency, loyalty, consideration and saudade (longing). 

These values that oblige us to overlook laws in favour of friends.15

14   I owe these observations in part to Lívia Barbosa who points out, with her usual perspicacity, that entrepreneurship is not a value in Brazil. Much the 
opposite, many of these positive connotations of the idea of liberty and freedom are taken as negative in many societies. In Brazil they are generally read 
as ‘selfishness.’

15   I cannot resist the temptation to cite a provocative passage from the Mexican essayist Gabriel Zaid: “One time I thought about writing a tragicomedy 
on corruption in Mexico, through an incorruptible character who, due to his honesty, causes one disgrace after another. His desire to do good causes evil: 
it tears apart his family, disastrously thwarts those he wanted to help, causes them to lose their jobs, transforms his neighbours into enemies and gives 
rise to deaths, hatred, hunger, ruin. He ends up rejected by his children, abandoned by his wife, friendless and expelled from his city. In Mexico honesty is 
tragicomic” (Zaid 1989).
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My central point, then, is that the liminarity of the rites of passage is linked to the ambiguity generated 

by isolation and the individualization of novices. It is the experience of being outside-the-world, therefore, 

that engenders and marks liminal states, not the opposite. In other words, liminarity and the properties 

discovered in it by Turner have no power by themselves. Rather it is their approximation to individual 

states that leads the novices to become marginal. In a word, it is individuality that engenders liminarity. 

Ultimately, rites of passage involve transforming individuality into complementarity, isolation into 

interdependence, and autonomy into immersion in the network of relations that the ordeals, by contrast, 

establish as a model of plenitude for social life.

A final word should be added to this exercise that many may find naïve or even pointless. After all, as we 

all know, every society hides within itself infinite meanings that always escape these general and ambitious 

exercises in understanding. I am the first to agree with such an assessment. In my defence, presuming 

myself to have one, I recall an anecdote told by Marshall Sahlins about a French structuralist. He recounts 

that, studying equestrian statues of historical figures, a die-hard structuralist discovered that the more 

important the person, the higher the horses’ hooves were raised in the air, as though confirming the actor’s 

social importance in another code. The lecture over, a postmodernist questioned him scornfully: “But 

nobody rides horses any more...” To which the structuralist replied: “True, but we still erect statues.”

Translated by David Rodgers
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A Colloquium of Sorcerers:
Mário de Andrade, Fernando Ortiz, and “the music of sorcery”

Elizabeth Travassos

Abstract

Brazilian writer and musicologist Mário de Andrade (1893-1945) and Cuban writer and anthropologist 

Fernando Ortiz (1881-1969) are important references in the study of cultures of African origin in their 

respective countries. The two intellectuals shared an interest in the relations between music and sorcery 

in Afro-American conceptions and rituals, as suggested by their field observations and bibliographic 

references. This essay explores common characteristics and contrasts in their approaches to the theme and 

suggests that the debate should not be limited to the history of ideas, since it echoes contemporary theories 

on “speech acts”, performativity, and aesthetic agency.

Key words: Mário de Andrade; Fernando Ortiz; music and sorcery; history of ethnomusicology.

Um colóquio de bruxos:
Mário de Andrade, Fernando Ortiz e a “música de feitiçaria”

Resumo

Mário de Andrade (1893-1945), escritor e musicólogo brasileiro, e Fernando Ortiz (1881-1969), escritor e 

antropólogo cubano, são referências consagradas nos estudos de culturas de origem Africana de seus 

respectivos países. Um dos temas de interesse comum a ambos, sugerido por suas observações diretas 

e por bibliografia a que tiveram acesso, é o da relação entre música e feitiçaria em concepções e rituais 

afro-americanos. Explorando os pontos comuns e os contrastes entre os dois autores na abordagem deste 

tema, sugere-se que o interesse do debate não se restringe à história das ideias, mas encontra eco em teorias 

contemporâneas sobre “atos de fala”, perfomatividade e agência estética.

Palavras-chave: Mário de Andrade; Fernando Ortiz; Música e feitiçaria; História da etnomusicologia.
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A Colloquium of Sorcerers:
Mário de Andrade, Fernando Ortiz, and “the music of sorcery”

Elizabeth Travassos

Introduction

The word “magic” is often used in everyday speech with positive meanings – magical phenomena can be 

frightening and inexplicable, but they are often harmless. Yet they also carry connotations of irrationality, 

dubious morality, and pagan primitivism, which “magic” shares with “witchcraft” and “sorcery”.  At 

least in everyday usage, the latter two are associated more with pre-modern Europe and non-European 

peoples, respectively. When anthropologists incorporated them into their concerns in the late 19th century, 

the “monstrous farrago” (in the words of Edward Tylor) of beliefs and rites had already undergone a dual 

process of otherness in Europe, i.e., vis-à-vis both scientific thought and religion (TAMBIAH, 2006).

The theme has been equally prominent in music studies, as observed in authors like Curt Sachs, 

André Schaeffner, and Jules Combarieu, among others. In the early 20th century, to theorize on music was 

to propose some model for its emergence in some imprecise and remote dawn of mankind and its slow 

complexification – two problems that were virtually discarded by ethnomusicology in the latter half of the 

20th century. The discipline that adopted the name became established in the mid-1950s in the United States 

and changed the research agenda on music among non-Western peoples. Nevertheless, the “instinctive, 

immediate, and necessary partnership” between “high magic” and “low witchcraft”, in the revealing terms 

used by Mário de Andrade (1983:23), remained as a problem for ethnomusicologists over time. From Gilbert 

Rouget (1980) to Judith Becker (2004), many have dwelt on the subject.

Mário de Andrade (São Paulo, Brazil, 1895-1945) and Fernando Ortiz (Havana, Cuba, 1881-1969), two 

exponents of ethnomusicology avant la lettre in South America, did not accompany the changes in music 

studies in the post-War North American scene. Mário died young, and the Cuban Revolution in 1959 

hampered communication between Cuban and American intellectuals. Mário de Andrade’s ethnographic 

descriptions, analyses, and theorizations were informed by German- and French-language anthropology 

and musicology and philosophy, psychology and psychoanalysis, folklore studies, and Africanist and 

Americanist ethnography. Both Andrade and Ortiz were highly curious about the extraordinary virtues 

of musical sound, its nature and mode of operation, topics they addressed mainly under the headings of 

sorcery and brujaría.

In this article, I highlight the importance these topics assumed in the research work by both men. A 

review of the way they formulated and treated the problem is not a futile exercise, since it can be reactivated 

in combination with other ideas, such as performativity, applied since the 1970s to phenomena of language, 

music, and ritual.
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Reading the classics 

Andrade and Ortiz are not two forgotten pioneers, but authors whose contributions to music studies 

are abundantly acknowledged, and who, when reread, surprise us with something new that had received 

insufficient previous attention (the reason for calling them “classics”, according to Calvino, 2007). They 

became ethnographers without receiving specialized academic training, which was not uncommon in their 

generation (STOCKING JR., 1991), and developed research on their own or with limited and intermittent 

institutional support. To offset or at least mitigate the risks of dilettantism, they founded research 

associations and journals, such as the Society for Ethnography and Folklore (Brazil, 1937), which published 

its Boletim [Newsletter], the Cuban Folklore Society (1923), the Society of Afro-Cuban Studies (1936), and the 

Archivo del Folkore (1924), copies of which are in Mário’s library (see Andrade, 1989). Lévi-Strauss described 

the situation of isolation in Tristes Trópicos (1996:95): in the 1930s, São Paulo had a surrealist poet, modern 

painter, and musicologist (an obvious reference to Mário de Andrade), where a single human being played 

each role in the “drama of civilization”. In addition to the precarious institutionalization of ethnographic 

and folklore research activities, they wrote in Portuguese and Spanish, respectively, languages that limited 

their work’s international circulation.

Nevertheless, the idea of transculturation, which Fernando Ortiz addressed in Contrapunteo cubano 

del tabaco y el azúcar, was well-received by Malinowski (1940) and achieved success several decades later. 

I was surprised to learn that Ortiz launched his interest in Afro-Cubans in a book inspired by the fatalist 

criminology of Lombroso (Los negros brujos is from 1906). This was a virulent libel by a positivist reformer 

who attributed the problems of mala vida (polygamy, family breakdown, grave-robbing…) to the mixture of 

races and blacks’ primitive condition and delayed moral progress. The work was motivated by a scandalous 

case in which blacks were accused of kidnapping and killing a white girl to use her blood in rituals. Ortiz 

did not question the accusations: “…although fortunately it is not common for Afro-Cuban sorcerers to 

make embós that require such horrible preparations, the murderous seed remains latent in the sorcerer’s 

psyche.” (ORTIZ, 1906: 241)1. The author had to review his racial assumptions in the 1940s: in contact 

with the “new science” (cultural anthropology) and with the work of Melville Herskovits, he recanted on 

the “mistake of race” (ORTIZ, 1946). The change that had occurred in Brazilian social thinking, from the 

pessimistic observation of the racial handicap to the praise for racial miscegenation and cultural crossing, 

also took place in Cuba. “White, sugar and guitar; black, tobacco and drum. Today, mulatto syncretism, 

coffee with milk and bongos. Living history with contra-danza and tango, habanera and danzón, rumba and 

bembé, conga that envelopes and son that innervates (ORTIZ, 1950:116)2. A certain tone of social reformism 

was maintained, however, even when the author stopped treating as potential murderers the ngangas 

that performed ritual sacrifices, as one reads in Los negros brujos. In the 1940s his concerns were over the 

“dollarization” of grassroots arts and the transformation of “black” dance into an object of white male 

voyeurism (ORTIZ, 1985).

 Of course, the contemporary reader only stands to gain by historical contextualization of their 

research: knowing the intellectual stimuli they received, the relational networks to which they belonged, 

and what their predecessors had already established as objects of scientific research helps shed light on 

the kind of research they undertook. Yet I believe that contextualization does not rule out “present-day” 

appropriations, that is, attempts to find echoes of today’s concerns in their writings.  

 

1   “...si bien por fortuna no es frecuente entre los brujos afrocubanos la composición de embós que requieren una tan terribile preparación, no obstante el 
germen del homicídio continúa latente en la psíquis del brujo” (Ortiz, 1906:241).

2   “Blanco, azúcar y guitarra; negro, tabaco y tambor. Hoy día, síncresis mulata, café con leche y bongó. Historia vivida en contradanza y tango, habanera y 
danzón, rumba y bembé. Conga que arrola y son que enerva” (ORTIZ, 1950:116).
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That very issue encouraged me to value their ideas concerning the connection between music and magic – 

or put in a way more attuned with performativity theories, the connection between “musical” modes and 

ritualization of certain utterances and the power, force, or efficacy they acquire.

Such a connection imposes itself in various cases and in various scenarios, from the obligatory 

vocalization of the bride and groom’s vows in marriage rituals to the imperious participation of drums 

and song in possession by the orixás of candomblé. It also imposes itself in the case of jongo, dance and song 

practiced by African-descendants in Southeast Brazil. Jongueiros say that certain songs exert a magical force 

and retell in awe the extraordinary events they have witnessed or of which they have heard. When skilled 

jongueiros meet in a circle, mutual questions are sung in verse (pontos) that can have deadly results for one of 

the contenders. A dangerous ponto is generally a riddle that goes unanswered or a criticism (also sung). In 

this case, it is said that the jongo is “bound”, that is, bewitched.3 The same is true for the verbal showdowns 

called makagua and ngala in Cuba, in which the singers leave their opponents tongue-tied with their riddles 

(ORTIZ, 1985:69). Scholars are generally skeptical on this subject, with little to say. Maria de Lourdes Borges 

Ribeiro identified the bewilderment of jongo researchers. “Such it is that the jongueiros utter their pontos 

before us, their saravados [‘saluted ones’, Translator’s note], and we watch it all, record it all, and ignore it 

all” (RIBEIRO, 1984).

She and other scholars showed that jongo is part of a cultural and linguistic legacy from Central 

Africa, mobilized by plantation slaves in Southeast Brazil under strict surveillance and during their rare 

and meager celebrations (SLENES, 1999; 2007). Not an immobile legacy perpetuated by inertia, but a set 

of religious and linguistic resources continuously updated in contexts of conflict and negotiation. Such 

contexts currently include artistic spectacles and cultural projects that communities of jongueiros develop 

in partnership with government. Reports of jongueiros’ feats can assume a noteworthy performative 

dimension in these contexts, with concrete political effects.

But the question of the pontos’ force is not limited to this, obviously, and the rest is more complicated. 

As far as is known, their force lies in the obscurity of the linguistic utterances.  In addition, the form that 

the singing voice lends to them may also be at play, the reputation of the one that sings, relations between 

the singers, or all of this simultaneously. The ethnographers’ difficulties are analogous to those appearing 

in the description of cults of possession, shamanism, and other phenomena in which special modalities of 

verbal-vocal and bodily expression produce extraordinary transformations. It is no coincidence that these 

phenomena continue to attract and challenge ethnomusicologists (see for example BECKER, 2004).

Incidentally, I call the reader’s attention to the fact, still not properly appreciated, that Mário de 

Andrade and Fernando Ortiz shared many bibliographical references. Mário cited Los negros brujos and knew 

at least two more works by Ortiz (ANDRADE, 1989). Ortiz knew and cited Ensaio sobre a música brasileira, “Os 

congos” which appeared in Boletim Latino-Americano de Música, “O samba-rural paulista”, and the studies 

by Oneyda Alvarenga on Brazilian popular music. Both studied the theories of Nina Rodrigues and Arthur 

Ramos on Afro-Bahian religion, for example, although this does not mean that they interpreted them in the 

same way. Mário’s perspective on magic, trance, and sorcery was shaped by “intellectualist” anthropology, 

which he tempered with ideas on the “subconscious” and the “primary” strata of the Brazilian psyche 

(TRAVASSOS, 2002). Ortiz based his work on Frazer, Lévy-Bruhl, and Charles Blondel, but also on Marcel 

Mauss’ Manuel d’Ethnographie.

3   Alceu Maynard de Araújo described the scene: “Usually only two jongueiros compete, each one trying to sing more difficult riddles to unravel. The riddles 
are always improvised. In jongo, two contenders stand out, challenging each other” (ARAÚJO, 1964:215).
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The web of common references also included Hornbostel, George Herzog, and Herskovits. When the 

latter wrote in the Boletim Latino-Americano de Música in 1941, “There are almost no sound recordings in 

Brazil and only a few publications on the country’s black music,” Editor Curt Lange inserted a polite note:

The author doubtless lacks detailed familiarity with Brazilian researchers’ work in this field, since he appears 

to have access to scanty references. Suffice it to recall the work done by or originating from Mário de Andrade, 

Arthur Ramos, Nina Rodrigues, and Gilberto Freyre, among others (LANGE apud HERSKOVITS, 1941:137)4.

Five years later, again in the Boletim, the same Herskovits made a point of citing Nina Rodrigues, Manoel 

Quirino, and Arthur Ramos as the first researchers of Afro-Bahian culture (HERSKOVITS, 1946:100). He was 

certainly already familiar with Brazilian ethnology (having worked in Bahia in 1941-1942) and with certain 

susceptibilities to foreigners’ ignorance of Brazilian scientific production. Herskovits, identified with the 

“new science”, referred to candomblé not as “sorcery”, but as religion. For example, the words brujo, sorcery, 

and magic used by Ortiz and Mário as translations or synonyms for the native terms nganga and mestre, 

catimbó, and mandinga were not only ripe with negative connotations, they evoked activities repressed by 

the police in Cuba and Brazil. As Mário knew quite well, catimbozeiros were forced to worship in hiding. 

And in 1906, Ortiz himself proposed repressive measures against witchcraft. Thus, notwithstanding their 

incipient institutionalization, studies were circulating in the 1930s and 1940s on the religions and cultural 

life of slave-descendant communities.

The history of these intellectual ties still remains to be written, but it is beyond the scope of this article. 

Here I wish to highlight the authors’ attention to the efficacy of the sounds of musical instruments, songs, 

prayers, and spells, expanding to phenomena such as Mário de Andrade’s “political dynamogenies”. The 

question had already amazed various ethnographers and musicologists, although it sometimes lost primacy 

in their descriptions and analyses.

Music and sorcery: inaugurating a research field

As the central task for anthropologists of music, Alan Merriam analyzed the contribution of musical 

behavior to social integration. The idea was not alien to Fernando Ortiz, judging by Malinowski, who 

saw in the Cuban colleague a “member of the functionalist school” (MALINOWSKI, 1940: XVII). In his 

Durkheimian way, Mário de Andrade also insisted on the social value of music, the most socializing of 

the arts, capable of promoting human beings’ common belonging However, when focusing on sorcery 

and brujeria, Mário and Ortiz emphasized the fact that they drew on beliefs that scientific rationality 

banned. Possession, material objects invested with power by means of spells, and exorcisms with musical 

instruments were mysteries that begged explanations by ethnographers and musicologists.

When Mário chose to visit the two masters of catimbó that “closed his body” [fechou seu corpo, i.e., 

protected him against evil spirts, evil intentions, and the evil eye – Translator’s note] in December 1928 

in Natal, Rio Grande do Norte, African-Brazilian religions were already the objects of medical science, 

ethnography, and folklore studies. Pursuing the paths inaugurated by Nina Rodrigues and Sílvio Romero, 

who established black populations as objects of science in Brazil, Mário turned the music of sorcery into a 

musicological object. 

4   “Casi no existen registros sonoros del Brasil y apenas se há publicado algo sobre la música negra de esse país[...] Sin duda, el autor no conoce detalladamente 
la labor realizada em este terreno por los investigadores brasileños, pues parece ser muy escassa la bibliografia de que dispone. Recordamos solamente los 
trabajos realizados y originados por Mário de Andrade, Arthur Ramos, Nina Rodrigues, Gilberto Freyre y otros” (LANGE apud HERKOVITS, 1941:137).
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In his inaugural work on brujos, Ortiz described the vocal expressions of their liturgies as “monotonous” 

(1906:135). He had studied law in Europe, and we do not know to what extent his assessment was based on 

direct observation of the Cuban festivals and rituals. The change over time is amazing, since in the 1950s, 

with his inveterate taste for the metaphor, he expressed his fascination with música negra:

Black music, especially when genuine, provides the delight of an immersion in the virginal waters of the torrent 

gushing from the dark jungle for those who are only accustomed to bathing at home or on fashionable beaches, 

where sophisticated persons now bare their pleasures (ORTIZ, 1950:159)5.

Fortunately, Ortiz ventured far beyond the “Africanist” topoi of the jungle and the torrent of virginal 

waters. He also helped shape this new object, which was far from obvious. As the cliché of the drums’ 

monotonous music suggests, in his first incursion into the theme of Afro-Cuban culture he simply adhered 

to preset listening that dispensed with the direct experience of the sounds. “Monotony” was now no longer 

invoked as efficient cause for the “epileptic seizure” (possession). It is true that the fascination exemplified 

by the previous quote post-dated the consecration of jazz, samba, and Caribbean musical genres on the 

international market, but the proximity to Cuban musicians is also evident in his studies published at the 

time, allowing one to assume that there is more than simply adherence to widespread opinions on “black 

music”.

There is thus a novelty in the discourses on Afro-Cuban and Afro-Brazilian ceremonies. They 

became a new empirical domain to be explored in a new interpretative framework, which we could call 

“ethnomusicological”. The moral scandal of exploitation of popular gullibility by sorcerers, vestiges of 

which can be found in Mário’s description of his body-closing session, lost ground to the scandal of reason: 

“they” (blacks, sorcerers, frequenters of cults…) believe that gods dance incarnated in men, that objects 

can be animated by conjurations, that protections exist against diseases and accidents, etc. The songs 

and spells that operated such prodigious feats were no longer monotonous – they were now recorded and 

analyzed. The drums, previously noisy instruments, became commensurable with the piano, as seen in the 

photograph of three percussionists with maestro Gaspar Aguero, collaborator of Ortiz on musical matters, 

and the folklorist himself.

5   “La música negra, más cuando más genuína, le dará el deleite se una inmersión en las aguas virginales de una torrente precipitado en la selva sombria a 
quien sólo acostumbra el baño en la rutina casera o en las playas de la moda, donde hoy desnuda sus placeres la gente sofisticada” (ORTIZ, 1950:159).
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Figure 1: Reproduced from La africania de la música folklórica de Cuba, Fernando Ortiz, 1950, p 363.

Commensurable but asymmetrical, it should be noted. Clearly split into two compartments, the 

photograph shows Aguero at the piano, entertained – one imagines – with the transcription of the batás. 

The two white men are wearing suits; the three black men are in shirtsleeves. Ortiz is holding a book and 

Aguero is sitting before a piece of sheet music6. On the two white men’s side are the emblems of lettered 

culture, also those perpetuated in a portrait published in memory of an encounter that probably took place 

in one of their homes. The three percussionists, whose names are extensively cited in the book (Raul Díaz, 

Rodríguez, and Trinidad Torregrosa), play the batás as Ortiz looks on. One of the percussionists looks at the 

camera, and they all seem aware of the photographer’s presence. The photo lends credibility to the author’s 

claims by showing him in collaboration with competent musicians on the batás and in musicology. As if by 

chance, the photographer’s invisible eye composes the image in two sections, one occupied by the whites, 

piano, and writing, the other by the blacks and the batás. The dialogue between European and African 

music did not begin there, but long before, on the plantations, in the churches, streets, and theaters of 

the American continent, by musicians like Díaz, Rodríguez, and Torregrosa, while “ethnomusicological” 

research had begun more recently.

The researchers’ contact with popular festivals, cults, corteges, games, and processions demanded 

their perception of the limits of aesthetics (understood as the branch of knowledge capable of explaining 

the perception of beauty, its foundations, and its effects on humans). Mário de Andrade was clear on this 

point. Kantian aesthetics based on “impartial judgment” would be incapable of grasping phenomena like 

possession and trance, much less the idea that the instruments can be persons with a voice. More fitting 

was the idea of Curt Sachs, in Geist und Werden der Musikinstrumente, in the excerpt he translated as follows:

6   There are also generational differences (the researchers are clearly older and wearing eyeglasses) and behavioral ones (the three young musicians are 
smoking).
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... the musical instrument, as an object for worship, precludes any aesthetic consideration. It has to act, 

not to provide aesthetic enjoyment, but appealing to life-conserving forces or banishing destructive forces 

(ANDRADE, 1983:34).7

Since aesthetics did not have the key to all the problems raised by folklore studies in general or by 

“witchcraft music” in particular, other theoretical resources were necessary. Mário drew on the theories of 

magic, animism, and the primitive mind by James Frazer, Edward Tylor, Lévy-Bruhl, and Charles Blondel. 

Rather than turning to the foundations of sensitivity or the laws of musical expression and signification, 

the ethnographer needed to explain the expectations of efficacy of which musicians and musicologists did 

not even dream.

Andrade and the powers of music

Two essays by Mário de Andrade written between 1933 and 1935 (“Música de feitiçaria” and “Terapêutica 

Musical”) elaborate on experiences from a research trip he had taken several years earlier. Actually, other 

published and unpublished studies also provide clues to his insistent work in music, an “occult force, 

inherently incomprehensible” (ANDRADE, 1983:44). But this will not be new to Brazilian readers and will 

not be addressed in detail here. When he set out on his research journey, his explicit goal was to conduct a 

“musical harvest” which ultimately exceeded whatever this expression might suggest. A myriad of unusual 

tales, like the chanter who claimed to have dueled with “the evil one”, and new experiences, like that of 

having his body “closed” in a rite of purification, became research material in subsequent years.

At the conference on the music of sorcery, amid erudition on religions in Brazil and the world, he made 

a point of telling the audience details of his own experience in Natal, Rio Grande do Norte, in a house on the 

outskirts of the city, where he was taken to have his body closed. It was strategic to reveal how the chants of 

the catimbó masters had affected him:

The rhythm of the refrain, the monotony of the lolling chants, the clatter of the rattles, began to make me 

drowsy, the music entranced me. Bit by bit, my body warmed to the numbing musicality while gradually the 

strength of my intellectual resistance abandoned me  (ANDRADE, 1983 [1933]:37).8

The conclusion was that certain musical elements of the session, like the repetitive sounds and regular 

pulsation, opened the way for ecstasy, a hypnotic state or trance. This state corresponded to a “primitive” 

or “primary” mental state, as he said, prone to the acceptance of propositions that contradicted physical 

experience.

And this is precisely the principal destination of the music that makes it the inseparable companion of sorcery: 

its hypnotic force. Especially due to the way it manifests itself, with the rhythm in excessive evidence, it acts 

powerfully on the physical body with Dionysian numbing, leaving us in abandoned states of both weak body 

and musing spirit, as in violent states of fury (ANDRADE, 1983 [1933]:37).9

7   “...o instrumento musical, enquanto um objeto de culto, exclui qualquer consideração estética. Ele tem que agir, não como proporcionador de gozos 
estéticos, mas como apelo às forças conservativas da vida, ou banidor das forças destrutivas. O instrumento estoura, estrala, papouca, uiva, muge, sibila, 
assovia, rosna. Mas ainda não se procura conseguir o som, no sentido musical, pelo contrário, evita-se esse som” (ANDRADE, 1983: 34).

8   “O ritmo desse refrão, a monotonia das cantigas molengas, o chique-chique suave do maracá, já principiavam a me embalar, a música me extasiava. Aos 
poucos meu corpo se aquece numa entorpecedora musicalidade ao mesmo tempo em que gradativamente me abandonava as forças de reação intelectual” 
(ANDRADE, 1983: 37).

9   “E esse é justamente o destino principal da música que a torna companheira inseparável da feitiçaria: sua força hipnótica. Ela, principalmente pela sua 
forma de se manifestar-se pondo em excesso de evidência o ritmo, atua poderosamente sobre o físico, entorpecendo, dionisiando, tanto conseguindo nos 
colocar em estados largados de corpo fraco e espírito cismarento, como nos violentos estados de fúria” (ANDRADE, 1983 [1933]:37).
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Mário’s report of these personal experiences in his lecture was strategic. The report’s potential 

to convince his listeners did not escape Mário. He confided to Oneyda Alvarenga that he explored in 

oral discourse the “vibrating” character of the word, in a way that was not entirely alien to the master 

catimbozeiros.10 He wanted to persuade his audience of the force that the sounds, “musically” organized, are 

capable of exerting on men’s bodies and minds.

Mário de Andrade (and other musicologists) always saw the semantics of musical sounds as 

problematic. Motifs, rhythms, and timbres do not relate to referents in the same way as words do. 

Analyzing the catimbó session, however, his main interest focused on what the mestres could do through 

the music, the kind of transformation they were able to perform in sensitivity (one of the mestres received 

slaps, fell to the floor, and banged his head without complaining of pain or discomfort), in identities, and 

in relations (evident at the moment of possession, when the officiants were not themselves). Of course, he 

took interest in the semantic dimension as well, but the focus of the discussion on the sounds of catimbó 

lies not in the difficulty in naming their referent, meaning, or content; the focus is on music’s physical-

psychological-social effects. On the one hand, Mário wanted to find the key to the hypnotic effects in the 

musical sound’s intrinsic properties, like repeatability and predictability, regular or irregular distribution 

of events along the timeline, and variations in timbres and pitches. On the other, never entirely satisfied 

with the analysis, he began to consider the priests’ shared beliefs and authority. In short, “Music is terrible, 

overwhelming and highly mysterious (ANDRADE, 1983:44).

Ortiz and the powers of music

Los bailes y el teatro de los negros en el folklore da Cuba (originally published in 1951) begins with a long 

introduction to the sociality of Afro-American music and dance – whose sonorous expression is its 

dialogical nature. Rather than the collective body being led by a conductor, or soloists that other musicians 

accompany, it is made of multiple actuations by groups and individuals, visible and invisible, responding 

to one and another’s cues. Echoes are heard in his description of the interactions between individuals and 

collectives, from what Mário made of the vocal organization of rural samba in São Paulo (which Ortiz knew 

and cited in La africania de la música folklórica de Cuba):

… everything makes the song create itself. A human spark flies, piercing with primacy and backed by the 

existing present. The song draws on traditional existing verse, one idea gives way to another; fellow musicians 

give backup; the images associate with each other, and finally the song appears, made by itself, easy and agile 

(ANDRADE, 1991 [1937]:129).11

One genius infuses the crowd with the creative spark of his individuality, and the chorus provides the mass to 

shape it; one and another cooperate to give it shapes with the backbone of rhythms. It’s an essentially dialogical 

art (ORTIZ, 1985 [1951]:38)12.

10   Mário explained to Oneyda in a letter in 1933: “…in a lecture, perhaps one can and should display discreet outbreaks of oratory eloquence, underlined 
with blue pencil in order to later delete them mercilessly prior to publication” (ANDRADE, 1983:64).

11   “...tudo faz com que a canção se crie a si mesma. Surpreende-se um fiat humano, lancinante de primaridade e de apoios no já existente. Recorre-se ao 
verso-feito tradicional [...]; abandona-se uma ideia por outra; os companheiros dão auxílio; as imagens se associam e, finalmente é a canção que aparece, 
feita por si, fácil e agil...” (ANDRADE, 1991[1937]: 129).

12   “Un gênio infunde [en la multitud] la creadora chispa de su individualidade, el coro le da la masa con que se plasma; uno y outro cooperan a darle sus 
formas con un vertebración de ritmos. Es un arte esencialmente dialogal” (ORTIZ, 1985: 38).
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The same image of the individual creative spark captured by the collective serves different conclusions, 

but is suggestive of Ortiz’ attention to reading Mário’s work. The Cuban researcher also drew on the theory 

of the pre-logical mind in the hope of understanding the extraordinary effects of music and dance. Yet it is 

curious that he called it the “para-logical” mind, as Mário had done, without having seen the excerpt where 

the latter spoke of “poetic paralogism” (the passage is in a draft by Mário, only published later, in 1984):

If the African’s incipient experimental culture mistakenly believes that by dancing he can bring rain, make the 

seeds sprout for a good harvest, or that livestock increases its offspring by cohabiting, this does not rule out 

an intentional utilitarianism in his purpose. There is no aberration of a paralogical mind in this, as Lévy-Bruhl 

erroneously assumed, but simply a false syllogism caused merely by the error of his premises, just as whites 

and blonds sometimes light a candle to Saint Barbara to placate a storm (ORTIZ, 1985:40).13

However, Ortiz drew on authors that Mário had not read, like Marcel Mauss – who provided him with 

the notion of mana – and Jean Piaget – who had identified a phase of “nominal realism” in children’s 

cognitive and linguistic development. Therefore, in addition to the core of shared references, each built a 

unique bibliography of theoretical references.

The dances and songs that Ortiz described as dialogical put in motion a force or mana mobilized by the 

sound, the voices, or the musical instruments. Priest or sorcerer, the officiant of ceremonies needed to be 

heard by his interlocutors:

When the black worshipper, priest, or sorcerer communicates with ultra-human entities, he frequently does 

so out loud, not only by thought. The latter, although hidden, would doubtless be perceived by the invisible 

interlocutor, but would not be heard, would not be appreciated as an operating voice, as the word of a creative 

will (1985:44).14

In the case of songs, charms, and magic formulas, in addition to the sound, the words’ semantic value 

was also at play. Ortiz’ observations on the statute of verbal language in Afro-Cuban cults were inspired 

by Charles Blondel and Lévy-Bruhl, authors who had defended the idea of words’ mystic participation in 

things (and vice versa) among primitive peoples. Ortiz approached the phenomenon of children’s “nominal 

realism” described by Piaget. Thus, the arguments from all sides led to the reiteration of the childishness 

or primitiveness of blacks, Africans, or Cubans. At any rate, Ortiz highlighted that men, gods, the dead, 

and sorcery acted on each other with songs, prayers, and spells. Since the word had still not alienated itself 

from things – “nomen and numen came from the same phonetic and ideological root” (ORTIZ, 1950: 185) –, 

its sonorous shape could not be entirely arbitrary. On the contrary, the word of songs and spells needs to 

be stylized. That is why it becomes verse, gains musical contours, and is elaborated rhythmically: “…verse 

creates, verse has mana,” the folklorist concluded. “In primeval cultures, language itself is impregnated 

with religion. Words were primitively considered something more than a means for conveying ideas; words 

were believed to have the power to work miracles” (ORTIZ, 1950: 185). The author went on to recall that 

many had attributed the very birth of the twin arts, poetry and music, to this phenomenon.

13   “Si la incipiente cultura experimental del africano se extravia, creyendo que bailando puede producer la lluvia, hacer que germinem los sembradíos para 
uma buena cosecha o que cohabiten los animales para que aumentem las crias, eso no empece a um utilitarismo intencional en su propósito. No hay en ello 
uma aberración de mentalidade ‘paralógica’ como erroneamente supuso Lévi-Bruhl, sino simplemente un falso silogismo causado solo por el error de sus 
premisas, tal como los blancos y rubios acuden a veces a calmar la tempestad encendiéndose un círio a Santa Bárbara”: 40).

14   “Cuando el negro creyente, sacerdote o brujo, se comunica con los entes ultra-humanos, lo hace con frecuencia en voz alta; no solo por el pensamiento. 
Este, a pesar de su recondidez, sería sin duda percebido por el interlocutor invisibile pero no sería oído, no sería apreciado como fuerza operante, como 
verbo de voluntad creadora”. (1985: 44).

173



Elizabeth Travassos Vibrant v.14 n.1

Black music is action, not distraction, it not only says, but does.15 The relevant ear, in this case, is that of 

the participant that also acts, that moves his body, joining the chorus, clapping his hands or transforming 

himself. Ortiz thus sought a broader understanding than that allowed by a strictly aesthetic approach to 

Afro-Cuban music and dance. To say that music communicates or expresses, or that it is semiotic behavior, 

is correct, but it would overlook other aspects that could be called performative, as has been done in studies 

of verbal arts and rituals. The problem is that he attributed to primitive peoples in general, and to Africans 

and blacks in particular, what is also perfectly true for “us”: we know the power of popular music’s idols 

(a term from witchcraft’s semantic field) over fans (those that admire them excessively, fanatically). As a 

contemporary observer notes:

The voice seems to have the power to turn words into acts […]. The mere vocalization endows words with 

a ritual efficacy; the passage from articulation to vocalization is like a passage à l’acte, a passage to action 

and an exertion of authority; it is as if the mere addition of the voice could represent the originary form of 

performativity (DOLAR, 2006:54).

It is true that Ortiz did not limit these observations to “sorcery”, extending them to the sound of the 

clave, a popular Cuban musical instrument without immediate links to religions of African origin. “…like 

every primogenial musical instrument, it was without a doubt a magical instrument” (ORTIZ, 1984:58). But 

there, once again, the argument had to find backing in the instrument’s “primitive” character.

Preoccupations with the powers of the word, of music, dance, and dramatizations, are scattered across 

these and other studies that are beyond this article’s scope. The volume of ethnographic data is huge, with 

numerous hypotheses based on them. In addition to those I cited above, concerning the sonorous mana 

of songs, prayers, and spells, Ortiz developed an extensive argument on the mimetic nature of dances 

and spells, which would explain their efficacy, and which could be compared with recent discussions on 

ritualization and mimesis. The imitation that precedes a given desirable state, for example, has been viewed 

as performative enactment that not only represents what one wishes to obtain, but concretely changes the 

relations between participants and commits them to future courses of action (TAMBIAH, 1985).

Performativity and magic

Contemporary interest in the performative dimension or aspect of rituals and verbal arts invites one to 

revisit the ideas that Mário de Andrade and Fernando Ortiz developed to explain music’s magical powers. 

On the one hand, both “magic” and “witchcraft” have been used as terms to stigmatize and segregate beliefs 

and practices and the populations with which they are identified: Africans, African-Americans, blacks, 

primitives, etc. As a Western discursive field (FOUCAULT, 2007; PELS, 2003), magic and witchcraft are 

exoticisms that engender other exoticisms, including “the music of sorcery”. The complete identification 

between poet and sorcerer confirmed, for researchers on the theme, the primitive stage of Afro-American 

rites. “The peoples of Africa are still deeply submerged in the mists of magic and mythology…” (ORTIZ, 

1950:295).

We should not reiterate the strategies of temporal distancing which, exiling Africans and African-

descendants on the other side of the great divide, helped to confirm “our” “modern” condition (see FABIAN, 

1983; LATOUR, 1993; BAUMAN & BRIGGS, 2006). But would this be sufficient reason to invalidate as a whole 

15   “Black music, together with song, dance, and mime, is art for something socially transcendental. It has a teleology, a purpose of collective function; an 
action, not a distraction. It is not music of ‘entertainment’ on the fringes of daily life; it is precisely an aesthetic ‘version’ of all of life in its transcendental 
moments. Music that not only says, music that does, that prepares people for life’s path and not to sway them from their collectively human roles” (ORTIZ, 
1985: 39-40).
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the efforts at understanding beliefs in the force of sound and music? Others have sufficiently contested 

the theories that attributed to “primitives” (and to “blacks”) the confusion between words and things; but 

this does not mean to discard the possibility of observing conceptions and uses of language that cannot 

be reduced to the modern view of language. Researchers trained in the modern scientific tradition have 

also developed theories on the efficacy of linguistic utterances and the concomitant gestural and bodily 

aspects (BAUMAN, 1977; BAUMAN & SHERZER, 1974; TAMBIAH, 1985; FINNEGAN, 1969; 2007). The theory 

of “speech acts” had almost immediate repercussions among anthropologists interested in the verbal arts 

(FINNEGAN, 1969) and later among theoreticians of the ritual. Stanley Tambiah (1985) treated as universal 

the performative aspects of ritual speech, aspects that would be available in any language.

In the contemporary social sciences, alternatives to the symbolic and semiotic approaches to the 

arts emphasize “agency, intention, causation, result, and transformation…, systems of action intended 

to change the world rather than to encode symbolic propositions about it” (GELL, 1998:6). Perhaps new 

bridges between “native” theories of magic and “academic” theories of the arts – precisely the terrain in 

which aesthetic and semiotic discourses became hegemonic – can also be launched by music scholars. If we 

wish to foster a dialogue between the discourses of magic on the one hand and theories of aesthetics and 

performativity on the other, it will be useful to revisit the efforts by Mário de Andrade and Fernando Ortiz 

to understand the powers of music.

Translation by Christopher Peterson
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Initially “The music of sorcery in Brazil” was given as a lecture by Mário de Andrade to the Brazilian 

Music Association (Associação Brasileira de Música), in Rio de Janeiro, in 1933. The author never managed 

to complete its revision for publication.  This was undertaken by Oneyda Alvarenga, who published the 

text of the lecture and a series of related documents in Volume XIII – Música de Feitiçaria no Brasil – of the 

Complete Works of Mário de Andrade (Editora Itatiaia/Instituto Nacional do Livro, 1983). 

 “Sorcery” had become a subject of Andrade’s interest early in the mid-1920s, as he became increasingly 

fascinated by Brazilian folklore. The Mário de Andrade Archive in the Institute of Brazilian Studies 

(Instituto de Estudos Brasileiros - IEB) at the University of São Paulo (USP) contains two boxes with the title: 

“Música de Feitiçaria”. There can be found the two versions of the lecture indicated by Alvarenga (Andrade, 

1983, pp. 23-70), and many documents and notes of Andrade’s research on the subject, part of which were 

also published in the attachments to Volume XIII of the Complete Works of Mário de Andrade. The first 

version was the basis for the establishment of Oneyda Alvarenga’s text and was used as a reference for this 

English translation. 

As is well known, Mário de Andrade was committed to creating a form of Portuguese that he hoped 

could express in a genuine way Brazilianness, that is, the cultural characteristics of the Brazilian way of 

speaking. Rosenfeld (1973, p. 186) found an opportune way of understanding this re-creation of Portuguese 

as “Brazilian language ‘of combat’”, to be understood in the context of Brazilian Modernism of the 1920s-

1940s. He considered this effort to be “an antithesis that has been overcome (and integrated) in the dialectic 

of development”. This is surely one of the great difficulties faced by this, or any other translation of the 

writings of Andrade. What guided us was a desire to convey as faithfully as possible the thought of Mário de 

Andrade to those who do not read in Portuguese.1 The final result remains of course open to interpretations 

and new readings. 

1   One of our first difficulties was how to translate the word feitiçaria. The choice was between “witchcraft” and “sorcery”.  We chose the latter in conformity 
with the way in which Evans-Pritchard (1965) defined the two terms in his analysis of Zande interpretations of affliction.  While he defined the innate capacity 
for doing evil (even involuntarily) as witchcraft, he used the term sorcery to refer to conscious acts. We would like to thank Flávia Toni, Maurício Hoelz, 
Carlos Sandroni and Michael Iyanaga who helped us with the translation of some of the musical analysis. The meaning of the words in italics can be found 
at the glossary at the end of this edition of “The music of sorcery in Brazil”. 
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The first version of the lecture, as Alvarenga pointed out (1983, pp. 11-21), is longer and was probably 

written by Mário de Andrade without worrying about the time it would take to read (31 typed pages, with 

hand-written additions, corrections and with references to commercially produced recordings of musical 

examples). The shorter second version (21pages, with revisions) was actually read to the Associação 

Brasileira de Música. 

Mário de Andrade, however, made use of his notes for diverse ends. Whole stretches of the lecture that 

convey the colour of Andrade’s heteroclite composition, appear from time to time throughout his works. 

Some parts derive directly from Mário de Andrade’s journey through the Northeast of Brazil between the 

end of November, 1928 and the beginning of February, 1929. Andrade’s main aim was field research but 

he also arranged to write a column for the São Paulo newspaper Diário Nacional. The articles were written 

in the form of a diary during the trip and were published between December 14, 1928 and March 29, 1929.  

The narratives he used in “Música de Feitiçaria” come from his writings in the city of Natal, Rio Grande 

do Norte, from December 26 to 28, 1928 (Andrade, 1976, pp. 248-254).2 With them, the flavour of his direct 

research experience in the catimbó of the Brazilian Northeast intermingles this erudite and studious text in 

search for the role of music, with its distinctive rhythms and melodic form, in the mystical trance of Afro-

Brazilian religions.3 Other parts of the same material appeared in his article “Geografia religiosa do Brasil”, 

published in the series Publicações Médicas, number 124, August, 1941.4 

The first ten lines of the text published by Alvarenga are identical to the first paragraph of “Geografia 

religiosa”, which also contains the seven first pages of the lecture together with additional information. 

All this brings us to the necessary choices we made in preparing  this English translation of the lecture. 

Andrade was something of a bricoleur.  In Alvarenga’s edition (Andrade, 1983) there are innumerable notes 

that collate “The Music of Sorcery in Brazil” and “Geografia Religiosa”. There are also many notes related to 

parts of the first and longer typewritten text of the conference.  She had to choose between the crossings 

out and the author’s additional notes in order to establish the final version for publication. We believe, 

however, that “Geografia Religiosa” results from another of Andrade’s aims that is quite clear from the title. 

For this reason and to avoid confusing the reader over possible alternatives for a particular stretch of the 

text, we chose not to include such notes. Even so, those notes that add some new perspective to the text are 

transcribed or indicated as Editors’ notes.5

*******

The heteroclite nature of the composition of “The Music of Sorcery in Brazil” also allows several angles 

of reading which, put together, make it particularly complex. One of the more sensitive aspects for the 

contemporary reader is the fact that Andrade had no compunction in revealing his own very often critical 

evaluations of the “preposterous” ceremony to fechar o corpo (close his body)6 to which he asked to be 

subjected. He also openly criticized the two practitioners, who participated in the ritual and collaborated 

in his field research.  Master Manuel he described, for example, as “an accomplished farceur, a cynical and 

turbulent charlatan”. Alvarenga has reproduced in her presentation of the conference’s published version 

Andrade’s field notes on Master Manuel and another spiritual leader, Master João. These show that Andrade 

2   See Lopez (1972) and Jardim (2015) on the life and work of Mário de Andrade.

3   Those studies were strongly influenced by evolutionary and diffusionist anthropology of the end of the 19th century and beginning of the twentieth. 

4   This is available in the IEB archive. Flávia Toni informs us that other stretches of the conference were published in another article called “Papel da música 
na feitiçaria” (“The role of  music in sorcery”), unknown to Alvarenga, published earlier in the same series (Publicações Médicas. ano VI, August, 1934, n. 1, 
p.66-72). “Terapia Musical”, included in Namoros com a medicina (Andrade, 1980), may also be related to the same interest.

5   The complete notes of Oneyda Alvarenga can, of course, be found in the Brazilian edition.

6    “Fechar o corpo” is a ritual believed to protect a person against any sort of attack either spiritual or not.
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removed his more critical impressions from the lecture itself: “Manuel dos Santos – with no African 

blood.  A mature man.  Sharp as they come, a truly presumptuous sorcerer. Talkative, show off, a pedant. 

A certain amount of education, having studied at the Ateneu grammar school in Natal up to the third year. 

A musical and clear voice. Good rhythm that he emphasizes by moving a hand and sometimes a leg. He 

generally sings the melodies with gusto, showing that he knows them by heart.  He rarely hesitates.  And if 

he does, his colleague is there to help.  Sometimes, when he didn’t know something, he would invent it with 

the presumptuousness of a life of fake sorcery. He would do this even with melodies, while his colleague 

performed according to tradition.  Although I’m not sure whether his colleague had the courage to reveal 

everything he knew. The melodies, yes.  But I can’t guarantee his biography of the masters.  M. de S. got 

tired.  A restless type.  He moved a lot.” “João Germano - A mature man.  Quiet, humble, mulatto, serious.  

He seemed to believe in his own sorceries.  He was the one who suffered the beatings in the catimbó session 

that I witnessed.  And although these beatings frightened him, I didn’t detect the slightest insincerity, the 

slightest presumptuousness. A good person, even pleasant. An untiring patience.  His voice was less than 

his colleague but he sang music that I could recognize.  On the whole, it was M. dos S. who led the singing.  

J. G. kept things under control with patience.  I also asked them to sing a few songs together.  They agreed.  

For all these reasons, I can vouch for the exactness of my annotations.  They were made with maximum care 

and represent exactly what M. dos S. and J. G. knew” (Andrade, 1983, pp. 19-20). Master João “was sincere”.  

Manuel not so (Andrade, 1983, p. 56).

Such distinctions permeate subsequent anthropological literature, both in the voice of some 

anthropologists and the people they describe.  Ruth Landes wrote in the early 1940s of her meeting with 

Sabina, a priestess of a candomblé de caboclo (a ritual Afro-Brazilian system in which the indigenous 

spiritual entities are present together with other divinities of African origin, also associated to the catholic 

saints), whose caboclo spirit spoke through her to invite Ruth Landes to become her follower after a 

payment of some 900 mil réis. Her colleague, Edison Carneiro, reacted: “It’s positively unethical. In my 

long acquaintance with ‘mothers’, I’ve never known one invoke higher power in order to gain a ‘daughter’. 

Amazing. ‘Mothers’ do get possessed suddenly to learn how to settle desperate problems like fatal illness, 

or violation of taboos, or despachos [spiritual attacks].  But to get you!  And so much money!” He snorted. 

“That’s why we organized a union of the reputable temples, to outlaw such charlatanism.” (Landes 1994 

[1947], pp. 191,192). Edison Carneiro was not alone in his concern with distinguishing between true and false 

religious practitioners among the different Afro-Brazilian religious traditions.  Brazilian judges and lawyers 

have constantly worked to make such distinctions to this very day (Maggie 1992).

In the work of Roger Bastide (1971 [1960]) these distinctions served to hierarchize the Afro-Brazilian 

religions. In comparison with the candomblés of Bahia, supposedly steeped in their African tradition and 

practiced mainly by Afro-Brazilians, Bastide interprets the catimbós in the Northeast and the macumbas as 

more individualistic, affected by what he saw as the disaggregation of social life in the countryside and 

the growing metropolises. Macumba, as he saw it, resulted “from social parasitism, from the shameless 

exploitation of the credulity of the lower classes (…)” (Bastide, 1971 [1960], pp.  413-4).7  

We have no doubt that many of those of us who have spent time talking to spirits embodied in their 

mediums have found some of them more convincing than others.  Our code of ethics does not however 

allow us to say so, at least in public.  Mário de Andrade had no such qualms, but we should not judge him 

for that.  He was a man of his times and probably shared his views with most of the people of Brazil then 

as now.  However, it must be noted that charlatanism and fraud, problems related to the trustworthiness 

of healers, diviners and makers of magic are common to religions that have as a founding principle direct 

7   For a critique of Bastide’s view, see Monteiro, 1978 and Cavalcanti, 2012. For an overview of Bastide’s work, see Peixoto, 2000. For a critique of the 
establishment of hierarchies of authenticity among different Afro-Brazilian religious traditions, see Dantas, 1988. 

180



Maria Laura Viveiros de Castro Cavalcanti, Peter Fry Vibrant v.14 n.1

communication between the living with the world of the spirits, either through spirit mediumship or 

alternative divinatory procedures. In Brazil, for example, in kardecist spiritism – the “table line” that 

also appears in Mário de Andrade’s conference – a certain degree of uncertainty with respect to the 

trustworthiness of a medium is inherent to the system of beliefs, and permanently discussed and evaluated 

by the adepts in terms of their own system of beliefs (Cavalcanti, 1982). Evans-Pritchard (1965 [1937]) 

argued that the existence of false prophets and charlatans amongst the Azande indicates and shores up the 

impregnability of a cosmology based on the action of spirits and sorcery as revealed by oracles and diviners. 

Unexpected outcomes are blamed not on the cosmology itself, but on its practitioners.  

What is important to stress is that the general impression of Andrade’s lecture is that a wondrously 

inebriating music reigned over everything he described. As he himself concluded: “It is impossible to 

describe all that occurred during this preposterous ceremony, a mixture of sincerity, charlatanism, 

ridiculous, comical, dramatic, unnerving, repugnant, yet extremely moving, all at the same time.  And 

poetic.” In an article that accompanies this edition of Andrade’s lecture, Elizabeth Travassos draws 

attention to the performative aspects of the rituals and verbal arts that invite contemporary researchers to a 

re-reading of the fertile ideas not only of Mário de Andrade but also of Fernando Ortiz on this subject.

Other aspects of Mário de Andrade’s lecture are also of interest to present-day students of ritual. While 

the Northeastern catimbó where the author had his body ritually closed is the high ethnographic point 

of the conference, from a musical point of view it is the macumba that occupies the place of honor.  The 

music of macumba in the Rio de Janeiro around the 1930s, recorded by the main recording companies of 

the time, is the centre of his musical analysis. This musicality displayed “great originality” and “Afro-

Brazilian character” and hosted “the prototype of the music of sorcery” (Andrade, 1983, p. 43).  A careful 

reading reveals the many mediations that are present in the choice, collection of and listening to this 

musical documentation, which is central to much of Andrade’s inquiry into the music of sorcery. Andrade 

maintained close contact with the famous black composer and instrumentalist Pixinguinha (Alfredo da 

Rocha Vianna Filho) – the “celebrated macumbeiro” and the “well-known flautist who held an important 

post (ogã) in macumba”, who is mentioned in the lecture and named explicitly in the newspaper article of 

December 26, 1928 that was later republished in “The Apprentice Tourist” (O turista aprendiz) (Andrade, 1983, 

p.248).  As Flávia Toni (2003)8 observes, however, it is important to pay special attention to the significance 

of the gramophone and recordings that Andrade so much enjoyed collecting and listening to as part of his 

musical research. There is something deeply modern and innovative in his interest in the music of sorcery. 

Listening to the macumba music recorded on disc one becomes aware —maybe inadvertently on the part of 

researchers who tend to associate Mário de Andrade only with traditional folklore — of the lively presence 

of the music of macumba in the city of Rio de Janeiro—still the capital of Brazil—and in the phonographic 

industry at that time.9

8   Among the notes and cards that accompany the lecture published by Alvarenga (Andrade, 1983) there are texts written by Mário de Andrade’s collaborators 
at his request.  Among them is a testimony by Pixinguinha on “Cerimônias de macumba” (“Macumba Cerimonies”) (Andrade, 1983, pp. 154-156). Andrade 
also used this data in the chapter called “Macumba” of his novel Macunaíma (Andrade, 1988).  See Toni, 2003, pp.38-39.

9   The Canto de Ogum (named in the conference as “Ponto de Ogum”) was recorded by Odeon [Odeon 10690] in 1930. Its interpreters are Elói Antero Dias 
(1888-1971) and Getúlio Marinho da Silva (1889-1964), with the Conjunto Africano. Getúlio and Elói are considered the ones that introduced macumba songs 
into the commercial recording companies of that time. Soares (2016) examined the trajectory of Getúlio who was in carnival groups of that time, a composer 
of sambas and other musical genres. As indicated by Vasconcelos (1985, pp 236-239), Elói participated in the creation of samba schools in Madureira, was a 
capoerista, and a composer and interpreter of sambas and jongos. Both attended terreiros de macumba (Macumba religious centers). Various macumba songs from 
the recordings of these years, among them some of the main ones mentioned by Mário de Andrade can be heard on:  http://www.goma-laca.com/portfolio/
as-mais-antigas-gravacoes-de-temas-afrobrasileiros/
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A list of the recordings and songs that are mentioned in the lecture can be found in the Mário de 

Andrade Archive at IEB/USP, spread through the series “Música Brasileira Folclórica” and “Música Brasileira 

Popular”. These recordings have been digitalized and may be heard in loco at the IEB. We hope that this 

translation will help stimulate further research based on reading, and listening to the music of sorcery in 

Brazil.10
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Déjà Lu

The music of sorcery in Brazil
(Literary Conference)

Mário de Andrade

Abstract

“The music of sorcery in Brazil” was given as a lecture by Mário de Andrade to the Brazilian Music 

Association (Associação Brasileira de Música), in Rio de Janeiro, in 1933. The author never managed to 

complete its revision for publication.  This was undertaken by Oneyda Alvarenga, who published the text of 

the lecture and a series of related documents in Volume XIII – Música de Feitiçaria no Brasil–of the Complete 

Works of Mário de Andrade (Editora Itatiaia/Instituto Nacional do Livro, 1983, p.23-70). The author is in 

search for the role of music, with its distinctive rhythms and melodic form, in the mystical trance of Afro-

Brazilian religions. The text combines the flavour of his direct research experience in the catimbó of the 

Brazilian Northeast; his erudite bibliographical studies that were strongly influenced by evolutionary and 

diffusionist anthropology at the end of the 19th century and beginning of the twentieth; and an analysis of 

the music of macumba in the Rio de Janeiro around the 1930s as found in the recordings that Andrade so 

much enjoyed collecting and listening to. 

Key words: Afro-Brazilian Religion, Music, Ritual, Sorcery and Magic.

Música de Feitiçaria no Brasil

Resumo

“Música de Feitiçaria no Brasil” resulta de uma conferência lida por Mário de Andrade na Associação 

Brasileira de Música, no Rio de Janeiro, em 1933. O autor não chegou a concluir a revisão para sua publi-

cação. Disso se encarregou Oneyda Alvarenga, que organizou, com o texto da conferencia e com parte 

da documentação conexa, o volume XIII – Música de Feitiçaria no Brasil - das Obras Completas de Mário de 

Andrade (Editora Itatiaia/Instituto Nacional do Livro em 1983, p. 23-70). Andrade busca compreender o 

papel da música, com seus ritmos e formas melódicas distintivas, no transe místico das religiões afro-bra-

sileiras.  O texto combina o sabor de suas pesquisas de campo sobre o catimbó no nordeste brasileiro; seus 

estudos bibliográficos eruditos, muito influenciados pela antropologia evolucionista e difusionista do final 

do século XIX e inícios do XX; e uma análise da música de macumba carioca do início dos anos 1930 tal 

como encontrada nos discos da época que o autor coletava e se comprazia em escutar.  

Palavras-chave: Religiões Afro-brasileiras; Feitiçaria e Magia; Música; Ritual. 
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The music of sorcery in Brazil
Mário de Andrade

“Odorem suavissimum in conspectur Domini, quia oblatio ejus est” 

Exodus, XXIX, 25

While travelling in the northeast with a keen desire to learn about the musical forms of that region 

I soon became interested in sorcery.  This was logical, since sorcery and music have always gone hand 

in hand.  One esoteric author1 thought that music and alchemy were “the elder daughters of Magic” and 

Combarieu (Combarieu, 1913) in his History of Music left aside the technical proof that scientists have 

provided to explain the creation of an instrument’s sound and rhythm, indeed of musical art, choosing 

instead to seek the origins of music in magic.  He wrote a number of chapters of finely woven erudition 

about this.  Even if his thesis does not convince me altogether, it did have the effect of confirming the 

incontestable fact that music is an instinctive, immediate and necessary partner both of the practice of high 

magic in the spiritual civilizations and of the low sorcery of natural civilizations.

So I went to the Northeast with an enormous curiosity about musical sorcery, which in my own State 

no longer exists as it once did.  The Brazilian peoples of the North and the South are very superstitious and 

given to the practice of sorcery.  In these vast regions of diverse lands, however, low forms of propitiation, 

the worship or exorcism of demoniacal forces vary considerably even though all of them shelter under 

the protective canopy of the most elevated catholic spiritualism.  From São Paulo southwards, a massively 

Europeanized superstition is applied peremptorily to the practices of low Spiritism.  A more sceptical 

and infinitely less lyrical superstition, stranger or more timid than a lover, sings these days sotto voce, 

dominated by frightening trembling tables or curing waters. Sporadic references to macumbas, catimbós 

or pajelanças,2 in the newspapers of São Paulo does not mean that such forms of sorcery really exist in the 

region.  The vast majority of the São Paulo journalists come from other States, which means that they write 

about what they find in the police stations using the terminology they learned during childhood.  Everyone 

knows that in Rio de Janeiro the dominant form of sorcery is macumba, which follows specifically African 

ritual forms and reaches as far as Bahia, and, with considerable and still lively variations throughout the 

Northeast. Rio-Bahia is where African sorcery thrives most strongly. In Bahia, however, I understand that 

the word macumba is unknown.  There, they call the fetishist ritual candomblé, a term that also appears 

from time to time in the vocabulary of the people of Rio de Janeiro.  This is the term that is used these days 

to refer to Afro-Brazilian sorcery.  It is difficult to find the original meaning of the word candomblé.  Most 

probably it originates from candombe, which is how the term persisted in the Hispanic-American languages 

of the South.  When, in 1883, Victor Gálvez wrote about the few Africans who survived in Argentina (Vega, 

1833) he claimed that there were no longer any “candombes”, which he described as “monotonous music and 

wholly African dances.” In fact, in Argentina as in Uruguay, candombe covers African dances as a whole.  It 

seems unquestionable that this word also existed in Brazil. Lindolpho Gomes (Gomes, 1931) collected a story 

about the animal Pondê in Minas which contains a song that is also an example of the many bilingual texts 

that can be found in our country.  The song is as follows:

1   Alvarenga provides this reference: “Le Voile d’Isis”, Paris, n. 100, ano 33. Revista Esotérica. Special issue dedicated to music. All the following footnotes are 
Editors’ Note, with the exception of footnotes 21 and 26, which are indicated as Author’s note.  For the editorial decisions taken please refer to our “Brazil’s 
music of sorcery according to Mário de Andrade: an introduction by the editors” in this same issue of Vibrant.  

2   All words in italics are defined in the Glossary at the end of the text.
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Me abre a porta
Candombe-serê
Minha madrinha
Candombe-serê
Que o bicho Pondê
Candombe-serê
Quer me comer
Candombe-serê

Open the door for me
Candombe-serê
My godmother
Candombe-serê
The animal Pondê 
Candombe-serê
Wants to eat me
Candombe-serê

In his “Vocabulary”, the folklorist doesn’t enlighten us as to what this refrain might mean.  Indeed, 

the difficulty lies in the fact that the word could refer either to the dance or religious magic.  The song’s 

form is obviously responsorial: a verse being sung by the soloist and the refrain by the chorus.  Well, this 

kind of litany is very common among our people, both in their profane festivities and in their songs for 

sorcery.  In the song for Ogun,3 which I shall cite later, one can see this responsorial form quite clearly. 

One might go further.  The form of the bilingual song to which Silvio Romero (1897) drew attention and 

studied unsatisfactorily, is consistent with certain processes that are present in the songs of the natural 

religions, whether they were invocations or exorcisms. Phrases that no-one understands are commonly 

used in the music of sorcery as I shall show in my own examples.  The songs cited by Silvio Romero, such 

as the Mandú-Sarará, and another cited by Barbosa Rodrigues,4 such as the Uacará, evoke unequivocally 

the idea that they are sacred totemic chants.  The custom of responsorial refrains became widely dispersed 

throughout the country in all our profane dances.  This makes it very difficult to interpret the document 

in question.  One of the ideas that appears regularly in these verses is that they refer to the dance being 

danced.  “Look at the coconut, Madame”, “Turn the coconut around, Madame” is a very common refrain 

among the côco dances in the Northeast.  In the samba that is characteristically called Don’t go to the 

candomblé over there (Odeon 10719)5, the title is the responsorial refrain for the chorus. So, in the case of 

the strophe from Minas, I will not risk deciding whether the word “candombe” indicates a dance or sorcery. 

But we also have valuable evidence provided by the North-American traveller Ewbank, who lived in Rio in 

1846, even though he often registered imperfectly the words he heard.  But Ewbank had already written 

exclusively about practices of sorcery, describing ceremonial objects taken from a sorcerer’s cave by the 

police; “the apparatus of a wizard’s den” (Ewbank, 1858).  Silvio Romero (1888) suggests that the word means 

festive dances, when he refers to the most popular “sambas, chibas, batuques and candomblês.”  He writes 

the word with an e circumflex (candombê).6  But Nina Rodrigues (1900) writes it with an e acute and defines 

candomblés as “great public festivities within the Yoruba cult for whatever motive.” Artur Ramos (1932), who 

wishes to clarify matters, claims, although presenting no new data, that candomblé originally referred to 

“an African dance and, by extension, African religious practices.” Afranio Peixoto (1944) defines candomblé 

as “sorcery, practised by black Africans, with the beating of drums and commensality”. My own feeling 

is that it was Nina Rodrigues who best understood the meaning of the word: Brazilian Africans, joined 

together in religious groups, united more by the cult they practised than the tribe they came from, have 

3   Ogun, god of metal working and war, is one of the divinities (orishas) of Yoruba origin who are worshipped in Afro-Brazilian religions.  Others which 
will appear from time to time in this text are the goddesses Yansan, Yemanjá and Oshun, associated with thunder and lightning, the sea and the rivers 
respectively, and the gods Oshosi and Obaluaê, the former related to hunting, the latter to smallpox and other infectious diseases. The mighty Shango is 
related to thunder, lightening and justice.  And, last but certainly no least, Eshu, the trickster god, messenger among the orishas and between them and the 
living.  We have adopted the standard English spelling for these divinities. 

4   This reference was not found by Alvarenga in Andrade’s library. 

5   The numbering of this recording and others quoted by Mário de Andrade follows the catalogues of the recording companies. This samba was composed 
by Elói Antero Dias. On the other side of this record is a samba by Getúlio Marinho (Vasconcelos, 1985, pp. 236-239).  These two musicians, together with the 
Conjunto Africano,  perform the ponto for Yansan and the song for Ogun which Mário de Andrade analyses in his lecture.  For more details see notes 26 and 27. 

6   Here, Andrade refers to the different sounds of the phonemes “ê” and “é” in Portuguese, the former “closed”, the latter “open.” 
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given the generic term candomblé to all their musical festivities both sacred and profane. The first Christians 

did the same.  They were encouraged to sing and dance, for, as Saint Paul said to the Colossians: “Let the 

word of Christ dwell in you richly in all wisdom; teaching and admonishing one another in psalms, hymns 

and spiritual songs, singing with grace in your hearts to the Lord.” Colossians III: 16)  All the priests of the 

primitive church shared this opinion. The first Christians took such pleasure in obeying Paulo’s invitation, 

that, it seems, they did not notice, or noticed… too much, the “grace” that the apostle asked for.  That is 

why they not only sang “before sunrise hymns in honour of Christ”, as Pliny the Younger informed Trajan, 

but their banquets all but fell apart with endless singing.  Such excesses worried the leaders of the Church, 

for in the second century, Saint Clement laid down the rules as to when the faithful should sing so as to 

avoid being mistaken for the mimics and songsters who perform in profane carousals.  

Another part of the country where, unexpectedly, Africa contributes to Brazilian sorcery is the Amazon, 

where the predominant cult is called pajelança. Amerindian influence is visible in this word, as well as 

in the fact that they call their religious leaders, pajés. Also, certain gods that are invoked in pajelança are 

redolent of Amerindian cosmology, such as Boto-Tucuchi, the perverse spirit Boiúna-Mãe, and principally 

Boto-Branco who is the Eros of the group. The same informant who told me of these gods also included 

another benevolent god, King Nagô.  This divinity takes us straight to the Yoruba people, even though the 

song sung for him has nothing clearly African about it. In any case, one can detect a certain pentaphonism 

even though the occasional fleeting presence of a leading note detracts from it.  This is what places us 

firmly within the musicality of Afro-Brazilian sorcery, as I shall show more clearly below.  Dr. Gastão 

Vieira, a distinguished doctor from Belém, subjected himself, at my request, to a pajelança ceremony.  The 

phrases that follow are extracted from a letter he sent to me: “At great cost I managed to get permission 

from the police chief to assist a pajelança together with a few local dignitaries. So, one night I ventured into 

the bush in the suburb of Pedreira to watch. Before the function began I called over the pajé and told him 

that he should be at his ease, not be shy because of my presence and that he should carry out his duties as 

usual.  The man promised that he would but he did not keep his word.  [I cite these preliminary phrases to 

show that the course of action taken by my friend who has no reason to know about the rules for collecting 

folklore were exactly the opposite of what they should have been.]  No one fell into trance and all I heard 

were barbarous and clearly African songs. […]  The sessions are held in honour of Saint Barbara.  There is 

a sort of throne over which hangs a picture representing the said saint.  Sitting on each side of the throne, 

two men beat a batuque, or “tambor de Mina.” A little boy plays a “cheque”, or ganzá, a sort of elongated rattle.  

In his bare feet, the pajé follows the rhythm of the drums with strange writhings and intones barbaric 

songs.  There are a few women, some in blue skirts, others in yellow ones. (…)  During the songs, the pajé 

sweats through all his pores, such are his jumps, twists and turns and the disordered movements of his 

arms.”7 After this, Dr. Gastão Vieira transcribes the texts for Ogun, Oshosi, Yemanjá, Obaluaê and the Moor.  

Those who have some knowledge of candomblé and macumba, will perceive the profound black influence 

in what he describes.  Oshosi, Yemanjá and Ogun are gods from Africa.  Saint Barbara is the object of an 

important cult in the Bahian candomblé, where she is identified with the goddess Oshun,8 since both 

belong to the group of entities associated with meteorological beliefs. 

7   Dr. Gastão Vieira’s letter may be consulted in Andrade,, 1983, pp. 224-227.  

8   Here Andrade commits his own mistake!  Saint Barbara is associated with the Yoruba divinity, Yansan.
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It would perhaps be interesting to see whether the African aspect of northern pajelança is a ramification 

of the Bahian candomblé, or of the sorcery of the Antilles.  I am not sure of the answer, but I lean toward 

the second hypothesis.  Cuba exerted enormous influence over the Atlantic coast of South America, 

above all during the nineteenth century, due mainly to intercontinental navigation.  During his research 

into Brazilian folklore, Luís da Câmara Cascudo heard the word “cuba” used as a synonym for sorcerer.  

The word seems to come from the island of Cuba.  There is no Amerindian equivalent of this word and 

Teodoro Sampaio does not refer to Cubatão, which is certainly an African word meaning principle 

house, augmentative of cubata.  Both cubata and senzala refer to slave quarters (C. Figueiredo).9 In 1818 

d’Alincourt designated the Cubatão of São Paulo as being the more ancient “Cubatra” (Taunay, 1924, p. 

139).  Teschauer, citing Benicio in “O Rei dos Jagunços” (The King of the Henchmen), employs the word 

“cuba” to mean a “powerful, influential and wise individual”, and C. Figueiredo is clearly honoured in 

Teschauer’s interpretation.  In fact, he frequently misinterpreted the texts at his disposal, and although 

this interpretation seems legitimate, maybe a more intimate knowledge of Benicio’s novel (Benício, 1997 

[1899])10 might have further enlightened the meaning of the term.  It is similar to what happens with 

the word “China” used to mean a “Chinese person”.  In São Paulo, it is very common for country people 

to say “a Japa” for “a Japanese person”.  The word “cuba”, at least in its first etymology, should stand for 

“Cuban”, which confirms my own ideas about Cuban influence among us. Our music provides definitive 

proof. By extension, the word would come to signify an “important individual” and maybe a “sorcerer”, 

also considered a most important person. Luís da Câmara Cascudo spent some time studying northern 

pajelança.  Whether his informant on the word cuba was an Amazonian informant, either born in Amazonia 

or an immigrant, I am sure it is definitive proof of Cuban influence over the Amazonian pajelança.  

In both the French and Spanish Antilles, we find the vodu cult that “saves” the serpent.  I use the word 

“save” (salvar) in the sense of “to honour” (to salute, saudar), as is the case in the songs of our sorcery. These 

two words are, by the way, synonyms in very old Portuguese.  Nina Rodrigues states quite categorically 

that the vodu cult does not exist in Bahia (Rodrigues, 1932, p. 344 and following) and I’ve never heard of 

anyone who attested to the presence of this cult in the macumbas of Rio de Janeiro.  In fact this cult spread 

widely from Haiti, reaching the US (White, 1928, p. 206) and becoming intermingled with Yoruba sorcery 

in Cuba (Ortiz, 1906). We also know that the Boni maroons of the Guianas (Rodrigues, op. cit. p. 261), who 

are strongly attached to totemic beliefs, worship the god Godu, in whom Nina Rodrigues believes to see, 

and with considerable reason, the same serpent divinity of Vodu.  In effect, I possess particularly strong 

evidence that the word vodu is used very convincingly in Afro-Paraense pajelança.  This is the text of a song 

for Yemanjá sent to me by Dr. Gastão Vieira.11  Yemanjá is one of the water gods of the Bahian candomblé, and 

Nina Rodrigues does not think twice in identifying her with a mermaid as conceived in myth.  We all know 

that the myth of the water serpent possessed of supernatural powers exists in Amerindian religion and that 

it is especially strong in Amazonia.  Vodu is the serpent-worshipping cult of the blacks of Haiti that spread 

throughout the Americas.  Nothing could be more natural therefore, than that the aquatic goddess Yemanjá 

should be identified in Amazonian pajelança with the regional snake-god which in its turn corresponds 

to the snake-god (cobra-deusa) of Vodu.  This identification seems to me to be clear enough in the song for 

Yemanjá in Pará:  “Dêrêcê Vodum, dêrêcê Amanjá”. Even if there is no such correspondence as I suppose, 

I will continue to believe that I am reproducing the only document that reveals the survival, however 

minimal, of Vodu in Brazil.  

9   Neither Teodoro Sampaio, nor C. Figueiredo are listed in the bibliographical references to the conference organized by Alvarenga (Andrade, 1983, pp. 
274-285).

10   Alvarenga observes that the book was found in the Fundo Villa-Lobos (collection of folklore documents). 

11   See note 7. 
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But these are not the only examples of pajelança and the curing practices that were observed and 

described by José de Carvalho (1930, p. 30) such as pajelança in the North and the north-eastern catimbó.  The 

Amerindian influence is present in both these two truly Brazilian institutions. The link between the two is 

natural, given the intense interchanges brought about by the north-eastern immigrants in their comings 

and goings in search of water. In any case, I couldn’t find decisive evidence that the catimbó had been 

influenced by pajelança or vice-versa.  Even so, I have a catimbó song that was collected in Paraíba invoking 

the spirit Pombo Preto (Black Dove) that seems to me to be symptomatic of such influence:

Oh meu Pombinho Preto
Daonde tu vem?
Eu venho de Belém
Aí, eu venho de Belém

O, my little black dove
Where are you from?
I come from Belém
Ah, I come from Belém

There is no question, then, that the two cults are linked by the Amerindian tradition that strongly 

permeates both.  But this influence also exists in the candomblés and macumbas. Our folklorists, especially 

those who studied music, have long debated these issues. Some of them have categorically denied the 

persistence of Amerindian traditions among the Brazilian people.  The evidence from Brazilian sorcery 

points in the opposite direction.  Nina Rodrigues (1932, p. 300 and p. 362) refers to a Bahian rite, which 

differs from those influenced directly by Africa. It is called candomblé de caboclo. The great Bahian 

anthropologist found one of these candomblés de caboclo thriving in the Recôncavo, where they worshipped 

the mythical notion of Boitatá which they called “Meu Baitantã”. A vase full of a drink called jurema was 

listed among the numerous objects that were stolen by the police from one of these Bahian candomblés de 

caboclo. Artur Ramos (1932, pp. 20-26) insistently refers to the Bahian candomblés de caboclo, also now called 

religion of the caboclo.12  Among the gods, he found Cabocla, Guarani, Maromba and one caboclinho (little 

caboclo) whose song is as follows:

Eu sou caboclinho,
Eu só visto pena,
Eu só vim em terra,
Pra beber jurema.

I am a little caboclo
I only wear feathers
I only come down to earth
To drink jurema

This insistence on jurema in the Bahian candomblés de caboclo links them to catimbó.  In catimbó, the cult 

of jurema almost amounts to plant worship. A stimulating drink is made from Jurema.  In the stupifacient 

ritual of catimbosice it is inhaled instead of being drunk. The Kingdom of Jurema is one of the most 

marvellous regions of the heavens.    

In the macumbas of Rio de Janeiro, Amerindian tradition appears in the rite with the special name of 

“linha de mesa” (Diário da Noite. São Paulo, 24/12/1930). In these rituals, Manecuru, Caboclo Véio, Jiribimbá, 

Perekê, Caboca Tapemirim, João Curumi, names all too apparent in the charlatanism of the great city, are 

among the gods invoked.  

What all the forms of sorcery, such as pajelança, linha de mesa, candomblé de caboclo and catimbó have in 

common is the practice of baixo espiritismo. Not all of them originated from a deep and ancient tradition 

as is the case of the Yoruban candomblé. Even though they retain strong aspects of Amerindian tradition, 

12   Alvarenga (Andrade, 1983, p. 63,) reproduces in a note part of the original text that Andrade crossed out in red ink: “This insistence seems to suggest that 
the new rite was already competing with Yoruban sorcery and that one day could supersede it”.  After this phrase there is another one crossed out in black 
ink:  “… a day which I cheer for… without wanting to”. 
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not only in their gods, but also in certain practices, they necessarily came under the influence of European 

culture that was the organizational principle of the life of the nation.  And this European influence came 

with low spiritism.  Catimbó, of which I have more intimate knowledge, is not yet a fully developed cult and 

with difficulty will it become such, given all the persecution it suffers and the influence that it endures.  It 

is not idolatrous which distinguishes it profoundly from Afro-Brazilian sorcery with its earthenware or 

wooden idols, which are used as fetishes (Rodrigues, 1900, p. 39).  The “princess” herself, a simple soup 

plate made of stone dust in the poorest catimbós seems more to have the function of a shrine, of an empty 

vessel, into which an unknown god might descend. The catimboseiros never know exactly which god is likely 

to come down from the enchanted kingdoms of the skies.  They have nothing to do with idols or grigri, nor 

with amulets, even though amulets do appear in catimbó.

On the other hand, catimbó is most distinct from Amerindian religiosity in that it is frankly 

polytheistic, while most probably Guarani belief was monotheistic as Fariña Nuñez has shown so clearly in 

his “Conceptos Esteticos” (Nuñez, 1926). 

Thus, when I arrived in Natal, one of my concerns was to discover the sorcerers of catimbó.  And chance 

soon brought me into contact with two of them: Master Manuel and Master João.13  In catimbó, the pais de 

santo are called Masters, which is a traditional Portuguese usage.  Cândido de Figueiredo attributes the same 

ancient meaning of doctor in Portugal to “Master”, adding that in Macau and Ceylon the word signifies 

healer; that sorcerers/healers were also called Masters in Portugal is shown in a 1630 manuscript that says 

“it is common for women, who under the title of Masters used to cure the sick with disapproved diabolical 

arts and superstitions….” (Vasconcellos, 1910, vol. 2, p. 33). The slyest Silvestre José dos Santos, who in 1819 

founded a religion in Serra do Roncador (Pereira da Costa, 1908, p. 33) took the name of “Master Quiou”. 

The religious practices of his sect are very similar to those of catimbó.  In catimbó the word Master is used 

as much for the sorcerers as for the gods that are invoked.  They are distinguished by calling the former 

“material Masters”, or, “Masters in matter”, while the gods are called “dematerialized Masters”.

The material Masters’ function is to direct the sessions, for only they have the power to open them, to 

initiate the singing and receive in their bodies the dematerialised Masters.  In the same way as in Cuban 

sorcery (Ortiz, op. cit., 191 and following), women occupy a subaltern position in the catimbó so they are 

not as important as they are in the Bahian canbomblé and the macumba of Rio de Janeiro. I know of no mãe 

de santo in catimbó, and however much Manuel pestered me with the intrigues of the local catimbó, my 

collaborators make no mention of female Mistresses in the flesh, or as spiritual agents.  The catimbó seems 

to be much more Brazilian in this respect than candomblé, since as is the case of Brazilian sorcery as a 

whole women are not important.  Witches remain only in fairy tales.  Or otherwise this could be an example 

of the influence of the Catholic church where there are no priestesses.  It is also possible that the catimbó 

has been influenced by Amerindian culture where women sorcerers do not exist. 

As it happens, after having become intimate with my two Masters, I decided to “fechar o corpo” (close 

my body), one of the most important catimbó ceremonies.  It was the last Friday of the year, and although on 

an even date (28 December), it was particularly propitious for the practice of sorcery. The session took place 

at night in the house of a certain Dona Plastina. The house was situated in a poor neighbourhood, with no 

illumination, no tram and where even cars did not risk traversing the shifting earth whitened by the sands 

of the dunes.

13   We reproduce Andrade’s notes on these two Masters in our “Brazil’s music of sorcery according to Mário de Andrade: an introduction by the editors” in 
this number of Vibrant”.
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It is impossible to describe all that occurred during this preposterous ceremony, a mixture of sincerity 

and charlatanism, ridiculous, religious, comical, dramatic, unnerving, repugnant, yet extremely moving, 

all at the same time.  And poetic.  Today, now that the ridiculous things to which I subjected myself out of 

mere curiosity have passed by, that which I thought repugnant no longer lingers in my memory, and I feel 

overwhelmed only by the lyricism of the incessant songs, and more songs, that I heard.

Dona Plastina lived in a tiny house with a door and a window, a tiled roof with no ceiling, a floor of 

bricks and all very clean.  The ceremony took place behind the house so as not to draw the attention of 

strangers, since no one can predict the noise that greets the arrival of the gods.  Apart from this, the 

ceremony is woven out of songs that are quite distinct from profane ones.  The room where the ceremonies 

are held is called “state” (estado) and when I was taken in, led by the two “material” Masters João and 

Manuel, the room was in total darkness.  I was taken to a chair next to a table in one of the corners.  After 

two little candles had been lit I was able bit by bit to distinguish things.  Master João, a mulatto already 

getting on in years, was sitting on my right at the head of the table.  Master Manuel, to my left, was Master 

João’s acolyte.  In the shadows on the other side of the small room the ever-solicitous Dona Plastina and 

three other women reclined in silence.  The table served as altar, and over the very clean white tablecloth lay 

the “princess”, a shallow bowl, that it is a kind of shrine for the ritual. Other ceremonial objects were placed 

upon it:  pipes, a little wooden maracá, oil, holy water, and “cauim”.  What they call cauim is sometimes a 

potion made from jurema.  In fact I am not sure whether it is because it is disagreeable to drink or because 

of the difficulties of making it, but jurema is often substituted with cachaça. For the ritual Master João had 

taken off his jacket, with his shirtsleeves rolled up so that the matter of his arms might be most pure.  The 

ritual began with songs and the ceremonies of invocation and exorcism.  There is nothing noteworthy 

about the first songs.  More often than not, they are rather vulgar, impregnated with the dizzy melodies 

of Brazilian Catholicism, or even usually profane songs with a vague symbolism that might be relevant to 

the ceremony.  So, for example, in Paraíba, where the Master is also called “major for the day”, one of the 

opening songs begins with the words “I am a cavalry soldier”, and it sounds like a simple military march.  

Other songs of the opening ceremony are definitely choreographic with nothing particularly religious 

about them. In this overture, Master João invoked an abundance of Catholic saints, Saint Joseph, Saint 

Benedict and Saint Lucy, at whose name Master João made rattling crosses over his eyes with the maracá, 

asking her for the gift of seeing into the future.  The use of the maracá here clearly signifies exorcism. Curt 

Sachs (1929, p. 2 and following) observes that to primitive people “the musical instrument, as a cult object, 

has no aesthetic importance.  It has to act not as a medium for proportioning artistic pleasure, but as an 

appeal to the conservative forces of life, or to banish destructive forces.  The instrument bursts, snaps, 

moos, hisses, whistles, snarls.  There is no attempt to extract sounds in the musical sense.  On the contrary, 

this kind of sound is avoided. Because men suffer feelings of horror when they hear certain natural noises, 

these may also serve to dispel evil powers”.  According to Evans (“Religion Folklore and Custom in North 

Borneo and the Malay”)14, the people of Borneo use a percussion orchestra of gongs, drums and a kind of 

marimba.  Frazer  (1924, Chapter 56) gives numerous examples that show the use of such instruments for 

exorcism in some ancient civilizations.  Ululations, screams, whistles, in other words, vocal emissions, may 

also be used to dispel evil spirits.  Also in Paraíba, a song at the opening of the session ends in a whistle 

that starts on a high note and then descends in a glissando as low as possible.  And in the ceremonies that 

follow, the Master pretends to grab a part of the smoke from previous incense purifications still in the air, 

throwing it back into space and curses:

14   Alvarenga tells us that she could not find this book in Andrade’s library (Andrade, 1983, p. 275). 
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- Go to the ends of hell!  May Lucifer keep you company.  The instruments of percussion, zabumbas, 

atabaques, recos, maracás and cheques, with their various noises and snores are ideal for these exorcisms.  

The atabaque is the most common instrument in the macumba of Rio e Janeiro.  The individual who plays 

it is called ogan and is considered an authority, in the same way that in ancient Egypt, special mention was 

made of the crotalo players of the goddess Hator (Lavignac 1913, vol. I, p. 5). It is by the way interesting to 

recall that Mello Moraes Filho (date not identified, p. 340 and p. 373), in his description of the coronation of 

a Black king in Rio de Janeiro in 1748, listing the African instruments, he includes the “deafening rolling of 

the war drums, and the sounds of rapa (a scratching sound) of the numerous macumbas.  One infers from 

this that the macumba was originally a black percussion instrument that worked on the same principle 

as the reco-reco. We have already seen that drums from Mina and a ganzá (kind of rattle) are present in 

pajelança.  In catimbó, Câmara Cascudo (Revista Movimento Brasileiro, março de 1920) agrees with what I 

observed when he writes that “in some [catimbós] the atabaque is not used.  They sing rhythmically with 

small maracás”.  Among the Indians, the maracá is used systematically as an instrument of exorcism by 

the Caraibas in their curing ceremonies since they consider that sickness is an evil spirit that has entered 

the sick person and that it must be expelled.  In profane and sacred candomblés the principal instrument 

is the drum, whether a batuque, batucajé or zabumba as reported in the Brazilian Xavier Marques15 and the 

Argentinian Victor Gálvez (Vega, op. cit.). In the case of Bahian sorcery, Nina Rodrigues (1900, p. 58) lists five 

kinds of drums (atabaques) and four instruments that are similar to the maracás, except that instead of the 

little stones within, they have necklaces of glass marbles on the outside.  It is interesting to recall that in the 

religious ceremony founded by Master Quiou at Serra do Rodeador in 1819, after praying and singing all the 

men leave the chapel firing their guns into the air.  Pereira da Costa’s (op. cit., p. 34) superficial explanation 

is that this announces “the end of spiritual practices.” He was certainly influenced by the Catholic custom 

of ending certain religious feasts with the explosion of fireworks.  In point of fact in urban Catholicism 

rockets signal the end of religious rites, yet in the case of both Catholic rockets and the shotguns of 

Pernambuco the idea persists that mortifying percussion exorcises demons.  In effect, the mortifying effect 

of percussion is recognised by Saint Gregory himself (Oxford History of Music, vol. extra, p. 187)16 who 

interprets the sound of the tymbal “quia praedicant mortificationem carnis.” 

But while percussion is interpreted as exorcism, wind instruments are always linked to invocation.  I 

know of no wind instrument in our sorcery ceremonies, but the horn or the sea cowries utilised in our seas 

and on the ships of the river São Francisco (Oliveira, 1931, p. 24,99 and 139) were generally recognised as 

having the function of calling up the forces of the wind.  Also the bagpipe is used for snake charming (Irajá, 

1932, p. 152). It is interesting to observe that ophiolatry is as you might say universal.  The Natchez of North 

America chose to worship the rattlesnake (Tylor, 1920, vol. 2, p. 312 and p. 313), the rattlesnake of the rattle as 

I heard in all its redundancy as a child.  It would seem that the choice of snakes for deification was because 

of the noises they make.  In effect, it is not rare for an instrument in itself to be taken for a deity and Léry 

(Tylor, op. cit. vol. 2, p. 201) asserts that the rattle was treated as a god by our pajés.  

Master João continued to draw crosses over everything with the monotonous clicking of his rattle, 

blessing the princess and other signs, always with the intention of exorcising, for, as he told me later, 

they were gestures of purification.  In its turn, the rattle defined the rhythm of the new songs that were 

to summon up the Masters from the spiritual world.  As each song was sung, a huge cabalistic gesture 

was drawn in the air with the rattling of the mystical instrument and the deep refrain, shouted in a very 

rhythmic parlato by the two sorcerers:  “Aiiii… I Trumped [trunfei]… Trump riá…”.  My collaborators 

15   This reference was not found by Alvarenga in Andrade’s library.

16   This reference was not found by Alvarenga in Andrade’s library.
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constantly used the verb “trunfar”.17  As far I could understand this was a very natural contamination of the 

verb to triumph (triunfar) with the verb trunfar which is used in card games and means to trump.   

Such games of chance and the jogo do bicho (numbers game) are a virtual obsession among the people of 

the Northeast.  I brought with me one of the many variants of the Prayer to the Black Snake (Oração da 

Cobra Preta) which is guaranteed to bring luck in the numbers game.  On the other hand, a pack of cards is 

so much appreciated in the Northeast that one of the most popular sambas played throughout the region 

is “Coconut of my Pack of Cards, Two of Hearts”.  (Coco do Meu Baralho, Dois de Ouros).  So, in a somewhat 

confused way the sorcerers conjured the importance of trunfo (trump) and triunfar (triumph) over the 

reluctant gods they invoked and who still refused to deign to come down among us, marking the rhythm in 

this way: “Aiiii!... I have trumped!  Trump!  Trump riá!”.  

The rhythm of this refrain, the monotony of the slow songs, and the soft clatter of the maracás now 

began to make me drowsy, the music enthralled me.  Bit by bit, my body warmed to the numbing musicality 

while gradually my intellectual resistance wavered. Master João himself seemed to weaken also, his 

movements becoming more and more slovenly and his diction less clear as his voice thickened the syllables.  

Meanwhile, his assistant redoubled his ardour.  I thought that Master João’s behaviour signalled some 

kind of despondency, because of the repetition of the songs of invocation, changing their direction as they 

appealed to one or other of the gods, because the endless libations had all but exhausted the pot of cauim.18 

But what I thought was the despondency of the head sorcerer was in fact almost a state of hypnosis, due 

largely to the excess of numbing music and the monotony of the rhythms that were beaten and repeated 

with maniacal insistence.  

And this is exactly the destiny of music that has become an inseparable companion of sorcery:  its 

hypnotic force.  Mainly through its performance with an excessive emphasis on rhythm, the music has a 

powerful influence over one’s body, drugging, having a Dionysian effect, so that it makes our body weak 

and out of control and our spirit quarrelsome, as if in a violent state of fury.   Saint Augustine explained 

that the allelulatic tones of the Gregorian chant were moments when the soul, freed from its terrestrial 

prison, could sing with no words, no consciousness, foolish, dizzy with jubilation in contact with the Lord.

The main feature of this power of music is not exactly its sound, but its rhythm.  One of the most 

interesting psychologists from the Nancy school, Paul Souriau, asserts that works of art exert an hypnotic 

and suggestive influence in the truly technical meaning of these words, and that this is mainly a result of 

rhythm (Baudoin, 1929, p. 197).

In our music of sorcery, I distinguish three ways of using rhythm. In sorcery of immediate African 

origin the violence of an insistent rhythm is preponderant.  A short rhythmic motif is repeated hundreds of 

time in order to provoke obsession.  The songs become eminently choreographic and are indeed generally 

accompanied by dancing.  But the dance also brings about dizziness, which is why it is also utilised by all 

religions.  Not even the most elevated Catholic religion escapes this…  The so-called Dance Macabre, which 

Liszt and Saint-Saëns have left us are obvious examples.  While these days it is associated with superstition 

and magic, it was originally a religious dance, which was performed in Catholic temples until the XV 

century. It was at first the Dance of Maccabees, Chorea Macchabocorum.  Basically mimetic, it reproduced the 

resurrection of the dead, as told by Judas Macabeus (Tylor, op. cit., vol. 1, p. 460) about his soldiers who had 

died in combat.  The mimetic choreography persists above all in propitiatory ceremonies.  Such a dance 

imitates the life of a god, as in the primitive Greek dithyramb, or an animal from which the tribe believes 

17   Alvarenga (Andrade,1983, p. 65) provides the rest of this sentence. “My collaborators constantly used the verb “trunfar” not only during the ceremony 
but also in the songs they sung for me previously so that I could write them down.”

18   For a detailed description of this process, see Andrade, 1983, p. 65/66, note 32.
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it descends.  The Canidé-Iune,19 song of the canindé macaw, was probably once a choreographic totemic song. 

Until very recently, a survival of the ophilatric Dança da Caninana that remained extant in Brazil.  In it, a 

water snake was symbolised by a vine placed in the centre of the ring of dancers.   

One might also detect the survival of some kind of totemism among the filhos de santo of the macumbas and 

candomblés.  Sons of Shango, for example, are sons of thunder.  I didn’t find any such totemic survivals in 

catimbó.  And it may have been the abandoning of the pre-logical traditions of worshipping thunder and 

meteorites, becoming their sons, that led the sorcery of macumba to identify Shangos and Oguns with 

Catholic saints.  For the mentality of urban blacks, that could not be described as exactly primitive, being 

the sons of Saint George or of Our Lady would be easier to comprehend… The choreographic ecstasies 

of the blacks of candomblé provoked truly choreiform epidemics in Bahia (Rodrigues, 1900, p.100 and 

following).   In the great annual candomblé festivities that last for days, a considerable amount of time is 

spent in profane dances, simple sambas in the shade of the trees.  But there are also religious dances which 

take place indoors. “These are organised according to the hierarchy of the saints and of the sorcerers, and 

are almost always initiated by some pai de terreiro, who is venerated for his knowledge of sorcery or on 

account of his age.  Or, even because he is a visitor. The dances are not always for one person; in the middle 

of the circle formed by the spectators, many filhas de santo move around, with a wonderful swinging and 

swaying of their bodies, following the rhythm of the batucajé by lowering and raising their arms, while 

their forearms remain half flexed. This choreography is so typical of religious dancing that one can find 

it in all kinds of dance and it is frequently performed by many of the spectators who follow probably 

involuntarily the various developments of the dance.  With the excitement that all this produces, one or 

another of the filhas de santo may leave the group of dancers to kiss and honour the mãe de terreiro and other 

dignitaries without, however, losing the rhythm of their movements nor the beat of the music” (Rodrigues, 

op. cit, p. 124).20  Those who have watched a North-eastern maracatu will have seen how correct was Nina 

Rodrigues’ observation on the transposition of this ceremonial choreography even to profane dances.  One 

of the maracatus that I saw in Pernambuco followed exactly the choreography described by Nina Rodrigues.  

And, moreover, the North-eastern maracatus always carry a fetish that is brought by one of the important 

members of the group.  This fetish is a richly dressed doll, carrying the name “doll” (boneca).  Nina 

Rodrigues doesn’t mention the existence of this doll in the Bahian candomblé, but Fernando Ortiz (op. cit.) 

tells of it in the sorceries of Cuba.21

As I was saying, the musics of Afro-Brazilian sorcery are not only strongly rhythmic but also decidedly 

choreographic in nature.  This is one of their distinctive qualities.  In catimbó, melodies called “lines” 

(linhas) and not points (pontos) as in macumba, are rarely accompanied by dancing.  Indeed, dancing is rare 

in sessions of catimbó, and none took place during the ceremony I subjected myself to, and my collaborators 

only mentioned that Master Joaquim appeared dancing. In general the lines have a very free rhythm, 

legitimate recitatives.  The Pernambucan line of the Enchanted Queen is an example of this free rhythm, 

more characteristic of the lines of catimbó. These free rhythms, with a slow beat, are eminently dubious, as 

you might say. They seem to be particularly indecisive, vague, quarrelsome—which is more in line with the 

psychic state proper to the manifestations of low spiritism.  The famous song of Shango in the macumba 

of Rio de Janeiro, now known everywhere in Vila–Lobos’ version, and also arranged by Luciano Gallet who 

19   Canidé-Iune is also the subject of a short article on Brazilian folklore published on May 25, 1944, in the series “From my Diary” in the São Paulo newspaper 
Folha da Manhã.  

20   Mario de Andrade translates this passage from the French version of Rodrigues’ description and analysis of the Bahian candomblé (Rodrigues 1900). 

21   Author’s note:  See my study of Calunga in “Danças-Dramáticas do Brasil, estudo “O Maracatu,” or in  “Estudos Afro-Brasileiros – Trabalhos apresentados 
ao 1oth. Congresso Afro-Brasileiro reunido no Recife, 1934”. Editors’ note: This text was published posthumously by Alvarenga in the second volume of Danças 
dramáticas no Brasil (Andrade, Mário. 1982. Second Volume, p. 137-154).
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was assisted by a well-known macumbeiro, is also built on a free rhythm.22  Even so, it is incisively rhythmic.  

Such songs, built on a free but incisive rhythm, are frequent in Afro-Brazilian sorcery if we are to judge 

from the remarks of a celebrated flautist who was once an ogã of macumba.23  It happens, he told me, that 

sometimes a person into whom a saint has entered, becomes so possessed that he intones a new melody. 

Even though he knew our music pretty well, he told me of one song whose drum beat he had difficulty in 

following and which he found impossible to transcribe. Incisive rhythm is another characteristic of the 

musics of Afro-Brazilian sorcery.  In the catimbós, one or other dematerialized Master is black, such as 

Master Joaquim, who very much enjoys working “on the left” (doing evil). It is significant, therefore, that it 

was exactly the line of Pai Joaquim that was  the most incisively rhythmic of all the 40 catimbó melodies that 

I collected.24  It is, furthermore, characteristically choreographic.  And the fact is that one of Pai Joaquim’s 

qualities is to appear dancing in the sessions.  

Apart from these two eminently hypnotic rhythms, the one with strong beats and the one with freer 

ones, I mention yet another, more or less intermediary between these two. In this one, slight accelerations 

in the beat are occasionally introduced within the dominant rhythm.  This has the perturbing effect of 

displacing accents and bar lines.  This subtlety is characteristic of the songs for Father Joaquim. With 

their choreographic bent, these songs go along at a 2/4 rhythm for eight bars and then, as they begin the 

second series of 8 bars, a fixed and purposeful extension of metric verse and timing creates a sudden ternary 

rhythm, shocking, unexpected, profoundly bewildering, and which never again reappears.  This is in effect 

a very frequent occurrence in our rural choreographies.  We transcribe them in binary form because of the 

accents and the shaping of the bars.  But the ordinary person does not use our misleading rhythmic system 

that forces us to begin with the multiple to reach the unit.  He employs the wise and logical principle of 

starting from the unit to reach the multiple, as the Greeks did.  And this allows him a wealth of rhythms.  

If he has one more word, if he needs to breathe, if the melodic fantasy comes to him, he simply inserts the 

word, breathes or vocalises as he wishes, adding one more beat and moving the accent.  In truth, the only 

legitimate bar that our people make use of for dancing is a unitary one.25 

A noteworthy macumba song admirably displays this rhythmic liberty; its melodic line oscillates and 

bewilders.  It is the ponto de Ogun (Odeon 10690).26 The rhythm is created furtively and presents a series of 

two ternary bars followed always by a binary one.  

But this quality is still not the most admirable aspect of the ponto for Ogun.  The hypnotic force of 

the music is truly much appreciated by the people. It comes into being through a very curious process, a 

veritable compromise between rhythm and harmony.  The rhythm does not end at the same time as the 

melody. This makes us begin the song again so that it can reach its final tonal development.  One might 

say that in music the Brazilian people have invented perpetual motion…  Let me explain; in any given text, 

22   According to Flávia Toni, this was the song for Shango transcribed by Villa-Lobos in 1927 and, in the following year by Luciano Gallet, both for voice 
and piano. Later, Villa-Lobos arranged it for choir.  Elsie Houston Péret (1903-1943) provided both these musicians with the original song.  Born in Rio de 
Janeiro, she was a soprano singer who had studied classical music in Europe.  She sang as soloist in Villa-Lobos’ Paris concerts in 1927 and became widely 
appreciated for disseminating a considerable repertoire of Brazilian popular songs.

23   This celebrated flautist is Alfredo da Rocha Vianna, Jr., better known as Pixinguinha (April 23, 1897 – February 7, 1973), who was also a well known 
composer, arranger, flautist and saxophonist born in Rio de Janeiro. The written testimony of the “Macumba ceremonies” written by Pixinguinha at Andrade’s 
request is transcribed by Alvarenga in Andrade, 1983, p. 154-156). 

24   Alvarenga (Andrade, 1983, pp.71-100) brought together in the second appendix 44 songs of catimbó collected and transcribed by Mário de Andrade. Thirty 
were collected in Natal, Rio Grande do Norte; fourteen in Paraíba and Recife, Pernambuco.

25   In Portuguese, Mario de Andrade wrote:  “Compasso unário”.  This term seems to be idiosyncratic, since we have been unable to find any reference to a 
“unitary bar”.  We are grateful to Carlos Sandroni and to Michael Iyanaga who helped us with the translation of the musical terms used by Andrade in this 
and in the next two paragraphs. 

26   For the sake of clarity we added to the text the catalogue number of the recordings which were not provided by Andrade himself (See the IEB Archives, 
and Toni, 2003). In this recording (Odeon 10690), the song is called Canto de Ogun (Song for Ogun). The performers are Elói Antero Dias, Getúlio Marinho 
(also called “Amor”) and the Conjunto Africano. This song, like the ponto for Yansan cited at the end of the next paragraph may be heard on: http://www.
goma-laca.com/portfolio/as-mais-antigas-gravacoes-de-temas-afrobrasileiros.
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a rhythm of an exclusively musical order is established.  It usually consists of the repetition of one or more 

rhythmic motifs. Grouped together by the accents these repetitions fix the binary nature of the rhythm and 

the strophic framing of the melody.  Thus, when the text reaches its final point, the rhythm of the melody 

also reaches its final point.  This brings about a sensation of restfulness that not only permits, but actually 

provokes the end of the singing.  But it so happens that the harmonic development of the melody, when text 

and rhythm reach their conclusions, is not based on the tonal triad, but on one of the passing notes of the 

scale, thus producing a dissonant chord.  If the melody had been also in the tonic or the third note in the 

scale, the sensation of restfulness, of finalization, would be complete and would result in a cessation of the 

repetition.  But what the Brazilian psyche desires is repetition, innumerable repetitions that hypnotise or 

intoxicate, and for this reason, as text and rhythm end, the melody is at the leading note, at the second step, 

on the fourth, in general provoking precisely the chord of the seventh-dominant, that makes it necessary to 

continue with at least one last note.  But for this note to be played, one has to begin the text and the rhythm 

again, and once they have begun it is absolutely necessary to go again to the end of both of them.  But on 

reaching the end, the tonal development of the melody compels one to begin yet again.  And this leads to 

the unending multiplication of the short phrase of the singing, and enhances, thus, physio-psychically 

speaking, all its hypnotic power.  Also, the ponto for Yansan (Odeon, 10679) uses this process of intoxication 

through music. In the ponto for Ogun (Odeon 10690),27 the rhythmic and tonal compromise which I have 

mentioned was interestingly established through a neume refrain “aê”, that is sung with a leap, leading from 

the second to the fourth grade and fixing the seventh of the dominant chord.  

The ponto for Ogun has yet another interesting characteristic:  the use of the principle of variation such 

as is used by singers throughout Brazil, principally in the cocos of North-eastern festivities.  The concept 

of variation changes considerably over time, yet this is positively not the place for me to explain their 

diverse modalities, from the bass grounds of the virginal players to the symphonic variations of our time.  

Our people follow a process, which is not all that different from the one made popular by Grieg, in which 

in the repetition of a motif, or part of a phrase, the presentation can be slightly modified by the addition 

of a note or by a change in rhythm. In Brazil, the process of variation consists in the repetition of the 

melody, in changing two or three notes, or, because of the accentuations of the words of the text, altering 

the position of an accent.  This process, that clearly began with lapses of memory, is nowadays practised 

systematically.  In the emboladas that vary over the refrain, such variation may be truly beautiful. In general 

such variation is purposefully mediocre involving the change of a few notes, the moving of only one 

accent.  In the Congadas, Moçambiques and the sambas of rural blacks or of the peasant immigrants of São 

Paulo, the phrases of the recitative between the dances are purposefully performed with such glissandi and 

portamenti with such prodigious melodic indecision that it is not possible to transcribe them. In fact the 

impression one has is that there is a theme, exclusively virtual, which is therefore impossible to determine 

with exactness, over which the singers always introduce   quartertones, voluntary dissonance, indiscernible 

nasalization, with vocal portamenti. All of this, because it is so rudimentary, leaving the singer and the 

listeners in amazing indecision, totally disoriented and dizzy:  because this is really the way in which the 

hypnotic power of music is made stronger and more efficacious.  So, I insist on the hypnotic quality, which 

is sought by our popular music.  Our people in various genres and forms of their principally rural music, 

cocos, sambas, modas, cururus, etc., aim for sonorous intoxication.  Our people often use music not only 

for sorcery but in profane songs, especially choreographed, as a legitimate narcotic.  In the same way as 

27   As we have already pointed out, this ponto for Ogun is called on the recording “Canto de Ogun” (“Song for Ogun”) (Odeon 10690). The recording Odeon 
10679 that contains the ponto for Yansan here mentioned by Andrade also contains another ponto for Ogun. All the songs mentioned by Andrade in the 
conference can be heard in the IEB’s archives. The Song for Eshu (Canto para Exu) and the Song for Ogun (Canto para Ogum) (Odeon 10690) e the Ponto for 
Yansan e the Ponto for Ogun (Odeon 10679) can be heard on line: http://www.goma-laca.com/portfolio/as-mais-antigas-gravacoes-de-temas-afrobrasileiros. 
The performers are Elói Antero Dias, Getúlio Marinho and the Conjunto Africano, the recordings were made in 1930. 
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Huitota, or the grandson of the dethroned Inca always has coca leaves in his mouth, so the Brazilian man 

brings in his mouth the melody he dances that numbs and stupefies his entire being. Such music and dance 

is not only a form of an individual’s sexual evasion or an expression of the social interests of a group.  It 

stupefies, it brings about numbness and drunkenness which provoke, beyond fatigue, a temporary, or even 

permanent, onsumption, ah such lassitude!.... 28

That is how one should observe the ponto for Ogun (Odeon 10690) which is nothing more than a single 

rhythmically indecisive melodic phrase, that can be intoned by a soloist with a different text each time, and 

repeated in response by the chorus, always with the same text-refrain “Oh êh Umbanda cagira-gira angulá”.  

At the end of the phrase in C major which ends in the median, the rhythmic and tonal development 

terminates with the neume refrain “aê” the ascending interval D-F, fixing the dissonant chord and forcing 

the phrase to start again. This phrase begins again with the soloist’s variation, a very slight variation, 

but sought after consciously and which exactly for being minimal establishes a hypnotic oscillation. It 

is possible that in a poorly recorded disc of bad singers this piece will not appear beautiful in the sense 

of an “e-lucevan-lestelle” of musical excellence,29 but this ponto for Ogun is really a precious document, a 

masterpiece of originality, of Afro-Brazilian style and at the same time the prototype of the music of magic.  

And it is its formidable hypnotic value that links together all music, from the most distant past that 

our knowledge can reach to the invocation, propitiation and the exorcism of supernatural forces.  Music 

of sorcery and magical acts are not employed only as a means through which men may please the divinity; 

they enable men to enter into contact with the divinity, exercising almost the role of a spirit medium. And, 

more than this, they are considered as a generous, liturgical entity that has the eucharistic function of 

putting the individual into ecstasy, in communion with his god.  So, if we manage to think, not with our 

own minds, but with the primitive mentality as conceived by Lévy-Bruhl, it becomes clear that the primary 

conception of music is perfectly consequent and coherent.  Music is an occult force, incomprehensible 

by itself.  It does not touch in any way our intellectual comprehension, such as do gestures, a line, a word 

and the volume in other arts.  On the other hand it socialises more and is dynamic, the most dionysian 

and hypnotic, especially in its primary forms where rhythm predominates.  Thus, music is terrible, 

incredibly strong and most mysterious.  Yet it is also divine and unhuman, it is daimoniacal, and truly 

demoniacal in the sense that the gods created by primitive peoples are more evil than good.  This is why 

music is identified with demons; it is not an art, it is not an element of pleasure, it is not an immediately 

unnecessary function because it is difficult to prove that primitive man (like ordinary people as well) 

could conceive the beauty of sound, as he clearly conceived of the beauty of colour and form.  For all these 

reasons, no one considers music as a human creation.  There is a quasi unanimity among the primitives 

and Ancients in attributing the invention of musical arts to the gods.30  Among the Aztecs, Xochipilli is the 

god of music. But it was Texcatlipoca who threw a bridge between the earth and the sky to come and teach 

music to men (Combarieu, 1913).  In India, it was the goddess Saravasti, the wife of Brahma, who invented 

28   This phrase is a direct quotation from Mário de Andrade’s novel “Macunaíma, hero with no character”, published in 1928.  As Macunaima emerges 
from his mother’s womb he immediately utters this expletive: “Ai! que preguiça!” (Andrade, 1928).  It is perhaps the most often repeated phrase of Brazilian 
literature.  In the only English version of the book the translator, E. A. Goodland, outrageously translates it as: “Aw! What a fucking life!” But, as Albert Braz 
has correctly pointed out, “The problem with Goodland’s choice is not so much that it is not a literal translation, or that it is unnecessarily vulgar, but that 
it does not capture the stereotypes about Brazilian or tropical “listlessness, laziness, and sloth” so clearly evoked by Andrade (Ribeiro, 1999-2000 p. 75). For 
one of the reasons Macunaíma lacks character, and thus is such a problematic national or regional hero, is that he is incorrigibly lazy. Indeed, not only does 
Andrade’s “hero” not apply himself but he does not approve of anyone else who does” (Braz, 2007). Steven Evans, who is fluent in English and the Portuguese 
of Portugal and Brazil, tells us that in Brazilian Portuguese, preguiça is not just laziness; it is deliberate laziness, a conscious state of mind. Our translation is 
the nearest we could get to this notion. 

29   “E lucevan le stelle” is an aria from the third act of Tosca which is part of the standard repertory of most tenors. Mário de Andrade is here, therefore, 
referring to famous and/or oft-repeated melodies.  We are grateful to Flávia Toni for this information.

30   All the information mentioned in the next paragraphs on the invention of musical art was taken by Andrade from Die Kunst der Naturvolker and from The 
Oxford History of Music, neither of which were found by Alvarenga in Andrade’s library (Andrade, 1983, p. 275).
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music; the veena, the national musical instrument par excellence is the invention of the son of this couple, 

the god Nareda; the seven notes in the scale are the seven gods, and the sons of the gods preside over 

different systems.  As if that were not enough, the ragas like the Egyptian Maneros, the Phrygian Linoi 

and the Greek Nomoi, were at the same time gods (less the Greek one) and cult melodies had stupendous 

magical powers, one had darkness cover the earth, another brought flames from the earth, and another 

brought rain.  Apart from this, the strong superstition among us that it rains because someone sang comes 

from the almost universal tradition of the cult song ad pretendam pluviam.  The Sumerian goddess who 

answers to the lovely name of Nina was a musician, and with her art she excited the gods and their brethren 

to work for the happiness of the people; and among the Sumerians, musician priests were always highly 

valued, forming a special class of singers.  In Syria not only were cult leaders obligatorily musicians, but 

also small shameless bands of visionaries called “men of god”, true antecedents of clerici vagantes of the high 

Middle Ages, passed through the country making terrifying prophecies to the sound of lyres.  Persia is the 

only amazing exception to this unanimity, for at sacrifices the playing of music was prohibited.  The flute is 

a demonic instrument throughout oriental antiquity.  The poem Istar’s Descent to Hell tells that the sound of 

a sacred flute had the power of raising the dead that they might breathe the odour of incenses. Istar himself 

likes his followers to call him “melodious twelve note flute”. This proves the existence of chromatic flutes 

in the Assyrian-Chaldean civilization, as was also the case for ancient Egypt.  The only two autochthonous 

Japanese instruments, the yamatagoto and the iamoto-buê were invented when the goddess Ama-no-

Uzume went to dance before the cave where the sun goddess hid because of her fury with her brother. 

In Phrygia, which had such an important influence over Greek music, we find an enormous mixture of 

musical practice and mythical explanation; the three musical geniuses are mythical, Olympus, Hiagnis and 

Marsyas.  In Greece also, the divinities were present at the birth of music and came to teach the mortals.  

The Muses of the sacred groves of Boeotia and Thessaly presided over the arts.  Among them, Euterpe, 

lady of instrumental music.  Orpheus came down from the North and with his singing accompanied on 

the fragile strings of the lyre calmed anger and entertained.  They say that he founded a school and that 

among his students were Eumolpus and Musaeus, as fabulous as he.  Anphion had the walls of Thebes 

built through the magic of song.  Thamyris, Chrysostemo, the sitar player, Olem the first to sing in epic 

rhymes, Philemon and Chrysostom, Lino and Phemius who sang at the triumphal return of Agamemnon, 

Kepion and Aristonicus, who came from various places, are still haunting names, the first artists to teach 

the Greeks the divine magic of music.  Because music was divine, yes, and those who cultivated it such as 

Eumolpus, the fathers of the Eleusis and the aoidoi themselves. “Call the aoidos Demodocus divine, since a 

god gave him the wonderful song of ecstasy” is in Homer. Among the gods themselves we find the music 

played by Apollo and his phorminx, his son Linus who transmitted his musical knowledge to Hercules; 

and Marsyas — Pixinguinha31 among others crowned with laurels — who picked up the aulos that had been 

abandoned on the ground by Athene because when she played it, it deformed the perfection of her face.  

The lyre was discovered by Hermes with the shell of a tortoise, while his son Pan used the stems of bamboo 

canes to invent the Syrinx, the flute of many tubes, on the banks of the Ladão. The magical music of the 

spheres that lent such lyricism to the Egyptians was of concern to the Hebrews themselves as one can infer 

from the book of Job.  While in Genesis [Genesis, IV, 21] there is mention that the most special distinction of 

Jubal, head of the race, was to invent the kinnor and the ugab, in Numbers [Numbers, X, 1-10] it is the very 

God of Israel who commands Moses to make silver trumpets and to give them liturgical functions when 

played by priests, the sons of Aaron.  

31   This is Andrade’s way of saying that Marsyas was, like Pixinguinha, a great flautist. See note 23.
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Now among the Indians of Brazil, even though there is no indication that music was a divine invention, 

it is easy enough to verify that it is constantly associated with supernatural forces.  In Amazonian legends, 

the flute membi is held to greet and bring cheer.  According to an absolutely universal tradition, The 

Amerindian pajé does not perform without singing.  Among the techniques which Iara uses to kill the 

Indians, the most visibly magical is to appear singing.  In the legends this animal or supernatural being 

appears singing, just like the agouti that sang “Acuti pita canhém”—which no one understands.  There is, 

however, a Kaingang legend that definitively affirms the supernatural creation of music.  Thus:  after the 

great flood that killed off all life on Earth, the few Indians who survived decided to get together and marry 

one another.  They wished to give a party to celebrate the event but they still didn’t know how to sing and 

dance.  It so happened that the followers of a Caiurucré chief who were out hunting came across a small 

clearing around a tree trunk.  Leaning against the trunk were small sticks with leaves on them and a special 

one with a gourd attached to one end.  They soon went to tell of their find and the chief imagined what this 

must be.  He hid near the tree trunk and waited.  Soon after the sticks began to move as if dancing and a 

voice sang:

Eminotim vê

 É, ê, ê!

Andó xó cá ê vô a,

 A, a, a!

The Caiurucré chief got closer to see who was singing but the song came to an end and the little sticks 

stilled as he approached them.  On the following day the chief returned with all his retinue and this time 

they heard a different song.  Because the song ceased if anyone got close, they gave up trying to find out 

what was happening.  They took the little sticks to their house and memorized the song. When the main 

festivities began the chief of the Caiurucré held the stick with the gourd and began singing what he had 

seen and heard.  His followers imitated him and so song and dance came about in the tribe.  But who 

taught them?... One day the chief came across an anteater in the forest and raised his club to kill it.  The 

cacrequim,32 however, stood on its hind feet and showed whom he was, dancing and singing, what the chief 

knew.  So the Caiurucré chief realised that the teacher of singing and dancing to the Kaingang had been that 

anteater.  Yes, an anteater, but only now, because of course the animal belonged to the first peoples of the 

Earth who, being old and very wise, had taken the form of animals. 

So, if music is divine and comes from God who teaches it to man, it follows that it is imagined to have 

extra-physical qualities.33 The most important of these is to attribute to it moral strength, that even among 

Christian peoples persists in the proverb that music softens customs.  The Greeks strongly developed 

their concern with the moral influence of music.  They called these moralizing musical forces Ethos so 

that each scale, rhythm and genre had its own particular ethos. In China, with a mixture of astrology, 

cosmology and philosophy, religious books take their concern with the moralizing force of music to absurd 

limits.  The Yô-Ki for example, shows that there are “essential relations between psychological, social and 

political phenomena and sounds, instruments and songs.”  In India each one of the ragas, has its own 

ethos. The ethical force of music was occasionally held to be so violent during Antiquity that Alexander 

the Great couldn’t hear the sounds of the Phrygian mode without rushing immediately to take up arms.  

32   In the Summer Institute of Linguists’ Dictionary of the Kaingang Language, kak˜ekin is defined as small anteater (tamanduá-mirim) (Weissemann, 2011, p. 
38).  We are grateful to Flávio Wiik for this information.  

33   As already mentioned on note 30, the information cited in the next paragraphs was extracted from The Oxford History of Music, which was not found by 
Alvarenga in Andrade’s library (Andrade, 1983, p. 275).
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And Aristotle for his part wrote that certain melodies with flutes among the instruments had “the power 

to create ardent and passionate affects in the soul.” It is not just by chance that the sensuous minstrels 

of Brazil favour the transverse flute to warm up the dreams of their loved ones… The first leaders of the 

Christian church went so far as to legislate on the moral quality of chromatism, of the instruments, and of 

the enharmony. In the bull of 1322 Pope John XXII rules against the modernist speed of the church singers, 

affirming with astute analysis that this would “intoxicate the senses”.  But there is no need for us to cite 

ancient dates for this matter, since in 1886, a report prepared by the Tokyo Institute of Music, suggests 

that popular Japanese music should not be part of the ethical and physical culture of the race because it 

remained “very immoral in its scales and operated against the moral and social wellbeing of the people”.

Another magical power of music is that of curing.  That this it is one of its most generalised functions 

in sorcery is not totally incorrect.  “There is nothing to surprise us, says Dr. Vergnes, that since music is a 

vibration of the ether it may bring about more or less profound changes in the cells of our organism.” The 

Malays beat their drums to cure smallpox.  In the folk singing of our people, the Romance of the Horse, 

these magical curative properties of music are admirably made use of and even made fun of by the poor yet 

sharp musician who has a fiddle that can even raise Lazaruses from their tombs.  Combarieu (op. cit.) brings 

together plenty of evidence of the therapeutic power of music among the primitives and ancients, and even 

Christian civilization, so naturalist and materialist, is far from abandoning this tradition. 

In fact, one should not think that by paying such attention to primitive people, our own people 

in general, and in antiquity, I wish to free Christian civilization from musical superstition.  Indeed, 

Christianity provides us with edifying examples… In his recent introductory volume to the Oxford History 

of Music,34 Edward Dent devotes a fascinating chapter to the social aspects of music during the first ten 

centuries A.D.  It is interesting, for example, to note that the philosophers of the Roman Empire always 

attributed a religious character to music exactly when it was passing through one of its periods of great 

moral decline, a decadent accompaniment to festivities and pantomimes.  They again spoke of the “music 

of the spheres”, like the Assyrians, the Egyptians and even the Hebrews.  Plotinus related music closely 

to magic and to prayer, although he recognised its sensual pleasure. Porphyry, Iamblichus and Proclus 

thought that music “was not an end in itself, nor the satisfaction of the senses, but exclusively a means 

for attaining divinity through a condition that they called ecstasy or enthusiasm”.  Music was always 

understood to have a hypnotic quality… The priests of the primitive church inherited the doctrines of the 

pre-Christian philosophers, considering music to be the most important of the arts.  Even so, they were 

doubtful about it… and while they permitted it in the cult “to avoid feminine chatter”, they later took it 

out of ceremonies for a time “because the women enjoyed themselves as if they were at the theatre”.  It is 

interesting to relate this concern with keeping music away from women, pursued in Catholicism to this 

day, with the customs of natural religions that often make religious music, especially when instrumental, 

a very taboo for women.  Roquette Pinto, for example, reports that the Amerindian women of Mato Grosso 

are prohibited from seeing or even hearing certain sacred instruments.  Schmidt and Koppers, in their most 

interesting volume on the society and industry of diverse peoples, explain this musical taboo as belonging 

to the period of transition from the patriarchal civilizations of hunters and herders to the matriarchal 

period of agricultural peoples.  The matriarchate put such emphasis on the predominance of women that 

men had to counteract feminine superiority by reserving religious practice for themselves only.

And while esotericism and magic nowadays derive their musical practices from the ancient Chinese, 

Indians, Egyptians and Chaldeans, the Christian religion itself has not escaped from such esotericism.  

The psaltery was explained as the representation of the body of Christ.  The sitar was the cross or, better, 

34   See notes 30 and 33. 
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in the interpretation of Bishop Nicet, the very image of Christ, hence the power that it had over the devil, by 

which David was able to expel the Devil that possessed Saul’s royal body.  The tymbal was the chastisement 

of the flesh as I have shown in the phrase of Saint Gregory, and this can be included in analogical 

superstitions.  But the trumpet, the Roman tibia were interpreted as the very word of God.  

But what about the closing of my body!...  As I was saying, Master João showed signs of a rude 

somnolence.  As he napped, he sang along half-heartedly with Master Manuel who had more energy and 

an agreeable voice.  In the end, Master João bent his head and started quietly murmuring undecipherable 

words, sitting all the while with his back against the wall.  I perceived behind me the fearful chattering of 

the women.  For his part, Master Manuel, was flustered, he fumigated the enfeebled leader of the session, 

and began the invocation to Manicoré, who is the highest god, “Master of Masters, the great pajé”.  I was at 

this stage entirely at the mercy of Master Manuel, above all because Manicoré was famous for his strength, 

and his song was impressively beautiful.  There’s nothing I can say. Master João suddenly gave out a sharp 

hiss, quivered until he was stiff, straight, his face entirely transformed, a truly hideous sight. I got quite a 

fright.

- God save you, Master! murmured the charlatan acolyte, dutifully trembling.

Master João, epileptic, a horrible thing that I had never seen before, stiff, trembling, with his hands 

contorted close to his chest. He did not reply.

- God save you, Master!  God save you!

And then, Master João, replied to the greeting. He so slurred his syllables, that I had difficulty in 

understanding what he was saying. But the timbre of his voice was completely distinct from that of João 

himself with whom I had become familiar over the previous days. I confess that I was very much impressed.  

But Manuel continued:

- Who art thou, Master?  Art thou the great Manicoré?

- A-gi-sssscé…

It was Agicé, twin brother of the great Amazonian pajé, who had arrived.  He stayed for about five 

minutes replying wrongly to everything. He had no desire to begin the closing of my body, and I ended 

up furious with him.  Suddenly he would not reply to any further questions.  Master João oscillated, 

oscillated, lost his balance, and ended up hitting his head against the wall, pam!  Agicé had left.  The 

singing started again and one or another god was invoked.  Propitiatory melodies followed, their words 

recalling the qualities and lives of the Masters of the nether world of spirits.  Among them the song of 

Master Antonio Caboclinho was curious in the sense that is had been composed in a legitimate pentatonic 

scale.35 This seems to me to be one of the characteristics of the music of sorcery of African origin.  The 

pentatonic scale, at least, is a singular presence in Afro-Brazilian sorcery.  Of the five themes of the Bahian 

candomblé published by Manuel Querino in the Annals of the Geography Congress of Bahia (Querino, 1916), two 

are pentatonic, the Mofi-la-dofê and the Iá-mim-ô-êjê.  I myself have an unpublished song that opens a 

macumba ritual in Rio de Janeiro and which is also pentatonic.  The pontos for Ogun and Eshu on a Parlaphon 

record, are decidedly pentatonic, even though the second of the two uses only 4 notes of the scale.  In a 

fantastically pedantic record with comical yet delicious and novel orchestral effects, Na Gruta o Feiticeiro  (In 

the Sorcerer’s Grotto) (Victor 33572) the choral section of the melody is yet another example of this defective 

pentatonic scale.  The heptatonic solo line is superimposed, probably as an individualistic invention, 

bearing no relationship to the chorus.  

35   Before this sentence, there is a long stretch in the article Geografia Religiosa do Brasil in which Andrade (1941) analyses the catimbó songs that he collected. 
See Alvarenga’s note in Andrade, 1983, p. 68/69. See our introduction to this essay in this same number of Vibrant.
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Another characteristic example can be found on the record No Terreiro do Alibibi (At Alibi’s Terreiro),36 

a true recording victory for Victor (33586), perhaps the most perfect Brazilian recording on disk.  I cannot 

flee from the pleasure of citing this marvel.  The solo melody, of an extraordinary purity, enunciated first by 

a woman and then repeated by a man, is constructed on a scale with no semi-tones.  Meanwhile, the choral 

movement, which follows with another melody, is composed entirely in E flat major and “samba-izes” the 

recording. I say “entirely” in terms, because, as is the custom in Brazil, the tonic note itself is absent. And 

on the melody line, the leading note gives way to our classical lowered seventh.37  

In the catimbó, where black influence is minimal, and where the music is more Brazilian, the pentatonic 

scale appears only once among the forty melodies that I have collected.  All the others, even though with 

extremely deficient scales, employ the Major-Minor that is our destiny.  But while in macumba the major 

key predominates totally as our tradition demands, it’s worth noting that in the forty odd catimbó pieces I 

collected, the major key is hardly predominant.  The catimbó melodies exhibit a great mixture of influences.  

Sorcery was more or less invented randomly by literate urban charlatans from vague memories, with no 

deep roots in any tradition, not even a racial one. It’s correct to say that many of the pieces that I collected 

in Rio Grande do Norte and two or three in Pernambuco, are very beautiful, similar to one another, and 

show a subtle rhythmic and melodic originality. This sets them apart even in relation to North-eastern 

musicality as a whole; on the other hand, there is no doubt that the pieces collected in Paraiba and about 

ten of those that I brought from Natal, are of the most uninteresting urban vulgarity.  Some of them are 

similar to the drivel of Catholic praise songs that virgins, children and pious women descant in Brazilian 

Portuguese; others are short and rather monotonous songs through which the city falsifies the hinterland; 

others imitate or plagiarise even blatantly the sickly tunes of the modinhas, such as the detestable linha 

of Mistress Iracema, apparently a very protective spirit, but who didn’t know how to protect herself from 

the plagiarism of her melody, that purloins the most dreadful phrases from the horrid Mimosa composed 

by Leopoldo Froes.38  Maybe it is from this detestable urbanism that the minor mode appears in such 

abundance in the catimbó, so that it challenges the ubiquity of the major key in Brazil.

Apart from this, it is more than likely that what goes on in catimbó, is the same as we find in the linhas 

de mesa in Rio de Janeiro, the candomblés de caboclo in Bahia and macumba itself. So, just as the bodily Masters 

in each catimbó (zungu) has his own gods that make up a holy army that are greater in number than the 

eleven thousand virgins, it is more than probable that each religious group, each sorcerer, each Master, 

pajé, or pai de santo has his own melodies and even his own melodic system.  In effect, while the pontos de 

macumba that have been revealed or even composed by Getúlio Marinho for the Odeon recordings, have 

the air of belonging to the same family,39 this is also the case for recordings of João Carvalho and Gastão 

Viana at the Victor recording studio. But the kinship of the latter with the former is very slight or even non-

existent.  On the other hand, Brazilian discography itself shows that each god is propitiated by a different 

melody in one or another terreiro.  The pontos for Eshu and Ogun sung by Elói Antero Dias (Odeon 10690),40 

are totally different from those sung by Felipe Neri Conceição (Parlaphon 13254). Yet there are traditional 

pieces.  The song “Lá vai o sol e vem a lua” (There goes the Sun as the Moon rises”) which I transcribed  

 

 

36   This song can also be heard at http://www.goma-laca.com/portfolio/as-mais-antigas-gravacoes-de-temas-afrobrasileiros.

37   Andrade identified the lowered seventh as a constant feature of Brazilian popular music. We are grateful to Maurício Hoelz who helped understand this 
point, providing us with contemporary musical examples.  
38   This song was composed by Leopoldo Fróes in 1922.  A more or less contemporary recording of it can be heard at https://www. youtube.com/
watch?v=ICd6gSjB-8c

39   The author refers to Odeon 10679 and Odeon 10690. See note 27.

40   As we have already observed, all the songs cited by Andrade are digitalized and can be found at the IEB Archives. 
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about eight years ago is only a small variant of a piece by Vila Lobos, and it was also recorded on the 

Victor label.  Also within catimbó, certain melodies have spread widely, such as, for example the song for 

Tamandaré and especially the one for Master Carlos of which I collected identical versions in the three 

North-eastern states.

What is more likely is that the melodies of Brazilian sorcery are rarely what we scientifically call 

traditional or folkloric, even those that seem to be closely redolent of Africa.41  While some pieces have 

become widespread such as “Lá vai o Sol” (Victor, 33420)42 from macumba or the linha of Master Carlos 

of catimbó, this is not because they are what we may call traditional songs.  The enormous popularity of 

the very likeable child spirit, Master Carlos, who works only for good, meant that only one of his songs 

could have spread widely quite recently, although we don’t know exactly when. This melody has become 

so popular in the Northeast that some of its phrases have become almost clichés of North-eastern music.  

These phrases appear in one of the most beautiful popular recordings we possess, the “Guriatã do Coqueiro” 

(Odeon 3671).

While Master Carlos is truly extremely popular in the Northeast, the Yoruba gods Shango, Ogun, 

Yemanjá, etc. in the areas of candomblé, macumba, and pajelança are no less so.  Why do the melodies for 

the Yoruba gods differ so much within the same city?  In my opinion, it is because they are still excessively 

African, and with texts that don’t appeal to popular taste that demands that songs be comprehensible so 

that all can sing them.  While the incomprehensible song sung by a pajé, a catimbozeiro or a mãe de santo is 

what enchants and hypnotises the people, it is also the case that people have to understand something of 

the lyrics to be able to sing them. And not only this:  they must also have an understanding of the music, 

its harmony and rhythm, and the sonorous arabesques that they can easily recognise, memorise so that 

they become familiar.  A passage from Il Guarani,43 a fox-trot, a tango or Neapolitan song are far more likely 

to be familiar to the Brazilian people and therefore recognised and traditionalised than a song for Shango 

or the pentatonic Mofi-la-dofé.  This is because Il Guarani and the fox-trotters of the world have the same 

scales as those of our people, the same C Major and the same European or even American rhythms with 

which we were brought up and which move us.  Our truly traditional melodies may be beautiful, but they 

are beautiful already from a European or Brazilian standpoint.  The very original kinds of music that appear 

here and there in our perilously huge country, strange scales, the hypolidian mode, very odd rhythms, 

bars with seven or nine beats, arabesques redolent of Sweden and the Inca, are generally vague survivals 

of indiscernible traditions.  They may also arise from individual idiosyncrasy.  And when all these rarities 

become traditional, they are restricted to a very small region.  I think that the songs for Master Carlos or the 

“Lá vai o Sol” would never have become traditionalised if they contained the strong Africanism of the song 

for Ogun or the scale of Master Pequeno. 

And since Master Pequeno didn’t want to descend from his immaterial world, it was the mulatto João 

who went into trance and sang the song of Xaramundi lustily. And it was Xaramundi, the famous Indian 

chief, vengeful, defender, healer and cleanser who came among us.  Master Xaramundi was good to me.  

He agreed to open the session and start closing my incorrigible body.  It was the most painful moment of 

the ceremony.  As I have stated, Xaramundi cleanses matter.  He couldn’t discover that I was there through 

41   Alvarenga [Andrade, 1983, p. 69) transcribes Andrade’s hand written observation on the back of the type-written version of the lecture: “I’m pretty sure 
that the ‘strangeness’ of Afro-Brazilian religious music in macumba and catimbó is a case of the differentiation of particular ‘castes’ or ‘groups’. At least partially 
so.  This music resists becoming part of Brazilian popular music as a whole, and, at the same time has not become totally assimilated to the Afro-Black music 
[música afro-negra] we know.  This is because, although it is because—although parting from such music—it has made use of difference as a sociological 
element of differentiation and the maintenance of distance. Through the music of macumba the babalorishas and their followers have kept themselves 
intangible, different and ‘divine’.  This problem deserves closer study.” 

42   The song is in fact called “E vem o sol”.  

43   Andrade refers to the opera Il Guarani composed by Carlos Gomes (1836-1896).
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simple ethnographic curiosity, but obviously thinking that being a person from São Paulo and a citizen of 

this Republic, I would be dirty (meaning being impure and a sinner), he dripped some hot wax on my hands 

so that through this simple symbolism I might suffer a slight burning of the purgatorial fires and be wholly 

cleansed. But that was not all!  My body must have been tremendously dirty, because Xaramundi, now on 

foot, held upright by Manuel and Dona Plastina, sniffed the ends of my fingers, gave a look of disgust that 

after leaving  me divinely downtrodden he then began a more energetic purification.  Happily, as is also 

the case in macumba rituals, sacrifices of purification or punishment are determined by the spiritual entity 

on the body into which the she/he has entered.  Xaramundi extended his stiffened right arm, and gave 

himself (the poor João) a tremendous punch.  I was horrified.  And my matter was so impure, my goodness 

gracious, that the punching continued with the same intensity.  At the third punch João the mulatto’s face 

was totally red. Master Manuel counted the punches, twenty-one of them, implacable, the last one as strong 

as the first, without mystification. Examining my matter being cleansed so nearby, I was revolted.  Then, I 

felt sorry for him, and finally lost the composure of the neophyte. Nothing was cleansed!  Xaramundi made 

the sign of the cross with oil on my hands, my forehead and neck, sniffed me again, didn’t like it, didn’t like 

me, and went away.  Master João, always with the stiffness of an epileptic, fell like a piece of wood.  Pow!  He 

hit the corner of the tiny room and rolled onto the floor. Pam!  Dona Plastina calmed me down:

- Don’t worry yourself, doctor!  That’s the way it always is.

And that’s exactly as it was. The fallings over, the songs and the sacrifices continued.  The gods came 

and went away without wishing to close my so impure body.  The savage king Eron arrived.  Not only a 

practicing Catholic, he was also a contumacious proselytizer and teacher of doctrine.  He won fame in Natal 

when he cured a lady whose right leg was just one pullulating sore.  Not even the doctor had been able to 

treat the poor lady.  King Eron entered into the body of the material Master and soon set off poking his nose 

into the wound.  And he went on rubbing the sore with his face and hair with such force that when he had 

finished he was unrecognizable and absolutely disgusting.  When King Eron left, the poor sorcerer just 

couldn’t deal with the nauseous smell and fainted.  They washed his hair with cane spirit. He came back to 

his senses but never again forgot the torture he had been through.  The fact is that the woman soon began 

to get better and better.  By 1929, as far as I know, she was still living gently and honestly in the suburb of 

Alecrim, nearby Camara Cascudo’s family, my ever-kindly hosts in Natal.  King Eron specializes in the cure 

of leprosy and other intractable wounds.  Luckily for me, he departed.  But others followed.  Queen Jurema 

and Manicoré, and the enchanting Mistress Angelica, marriage broker and healer of quarrelling couples.   

I do believe that Master João was sincere.  Manuel not so.  He was an accomplished farceur, a cynical and 

turbulent charlatan.  The gods that entered his body were badly performed, they always seemed to be trying 

to fall down, and after the first one, no less than Felipe Camarão appeared, but I believe that he hurt himself 

as he rolled over some embers stacked in a corner of the room.  After that episode, Manuel fell down with 

greater caution. 

In the end, in came the compliant Master Carlos whom I had liked ever since my journey to 

Pernambuco.  Between making interminable signs of the cross and sending clouds of incense over my body 

with my feet in a basin of water symbolizing the sea, he finally closed my body with the help of Nanã-Giê 

whom he sang to invoke, since he himself had no control over the evils of the water.  And so it was that I left 

Dona Plastina’s little house, feeling somewhat lyrical and with an urge to laugh, stepping over the shifting 

sand in search of a motorcar that awaited me in the distance on terra firma.  The darkness was total because 

the moon had gone away to rest.  But nothing happened to me.  I found the car quite easily and it took me 
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back to my friends who were waiting for me somewhat apprehensively.  I didn’t slip in the sand, nor did I 

break a leg, not a single dog barked at me and there were no brigands in Natal, because my body, through 

the musical force of the gods, was closed for ever against the dangers of air, land, underground and sea.  

Cost:  thirty thousand réis.44 

Editors: Maria Laura Cavalcanti and Peter Henry Fry

Translation: Peter Henry Fry, with the assistance of Maria Laura Cavalcanti
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Glossary for The Music of Sorcery in Brazil

Baixo espiritismo – Literally “low spiritism”, a pejorative term used to denigrate certain ritual practices 

through which humans and spiritual entities communicate.  It supposes that such Low Spiritism is less 

evolved than more “elevated” forms of spiritualism. 

Batuque, batucaré – A general term for festivities where dance and singing are accompanied by drums.

Caboclos – Spirits of deceased Amerindian and their descendants.

Cachaça – A sort of rough rum, made from sugar cane.  One of the most popular drinks for Brazilian 

people, living and dead.

Candomblé  – The denomination of the variety of Afro-Brazilian religion that originated in Bahia. 

Candomblé de caboclo – A variety of candomblé where the spirits of caboclos are also revered.  Or a ritual 

in which the indigenous spiritual entities are present together with other divinities of African origin 

also associated to the catholic saints.

Catimbó – A syncretic religion based on spirit possession studied by Andrade on his travels in 

Northeastern Brazil

Cauim – tupi-guarani for fermented drink

Coco – A form of poetry performed through music in which soloist and chorus alternate in various ways. 

Mário de Andrade was particularly fond of this Northeastern musical tradition.  
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Congos, Congada e Moçambique – Popular dance festivals that celebrate in theatrical form the ancient 

kingdoms of Africa

Cururu – Dance and form of competitive singing in honour of such saints as The Holy Spirit and Saint 

Benedict.

Despacho – Spiritual attacks.

Embolada – Another popular poetic and musical form.  Such by two coco singers who sing alternate 

versus, coming together for the refrain. 

Fechar o corpo – Literally “to close the body”, this denotes a religious ritual designed to protect the 

individual from any form of attack, either material or spiritual. 

Filhos(as)-de-santo – Literally sons or daughters of the saint, are the members of a terreiro who “received” 

orishas and other divinites

Gira – An umbanda session. 

Grigri – A Voodoo amulet believed to protect the wearer from evil or brings luck.

Jogo do bicho – Number’s Game.  A popular betting game that correlates a numeric series to an animal 

series, legal in Andrade’s times but now a contravention.  

Jurema – The sacred beverage ritually used in the pajelanças. 

Linha – The way of honoring and receiving a spiritual entity. Andrade himself in a note transcribed by 

Alvarenga, defines “Linha” as a prayer. (Andrade, 1983, p. 113.) Each entity has his or her special song, 

greeting and dance.

Linha de mesa – a form of spiritualism spiritualist influenced by the works of the 19th century French 

medium, Allen Kardek.  It is so called because its rituals take place around a table with neither singing 

nor dancing. 

Macumba – The popular designation of Afro-Brazilian religiosity in Rio de Janeiro in the first half of the 

20th century.

Mãe(Pai) de santo – leader of a terreiro (lit. Mother or Father of Saint)  Also Pai de terreiro or Mãe de 

terreiro.

Maracá, Cheques – Rattles. 

Moda – A generic name for songs.

Ogã or Ogan – An honorific office bestowed upon important mem in terreiros.  They do not “receive” 

divinities.  They are responsible for sacrifice, playing drums and were historically responsible for 

defending the terreiros from police interference.

Pajé –  Indigenous thaumaturge, who divines and carries out curing rituals (pajelanças).

Pajelança – Rituals that utilize a psycho-active drink, jurema.

Pai de Santo – Leader of a terreiro of either candomblé, macumba or umbanda. Women leaders are called 

mães de santo.  

Ponto – Ritual song for a specific divinity. 

Rapa, recos, reco-reco – Percussion instruments in which the sound is produced by rubbing together two 

pieces of wood or equivalent material to make a scratching sound.

Terreiro – The house and its surrounding areas where rituals either of umbanda, macumba, catimbó or 

candomblé are held.

Umbanda – The designation of a branch of Afro-Brazilian religiosity that can be considered the equivalent 

to macumba in Andrade’s essay. From the 1960’s on it refers basically to afro-Brazilian cults that have 

absorbed many elements of Brazilian Kardecism. 

Zabumba – Drum.
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